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ABSTRACT 
Inclusion of students with autism in mainstream schools presents both challenges and 
opportunities for stakeholders, including teachers, students, parents, and administrators 
(Humphrey & Lewis, 2008).  Addressing these challenges requires time and resources to 
implement inclusion programs that meet the needs of both teachers and students.  
Occupational therapy practitioners use their knowledge and expertise to work 
collaboratively with members of the educational team to provide students with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) equal access to the curriculum and school environment.  It is 
necessary to ensure that these students are offered the same activities as their typically 
developing peers, while being provided support and services to accommodate their 
individual differences.  This proposed doctoral project, “The Sensible Teacher and the 
Sensational Students: Experiential Professional Development to Promote Inclusion for 
Students with ASD,” will provide guidelines on best-practice interventions that are most 
realistic and effective within the classroom for students with the ASD diagnosis.  This 
experiential professional development program will take place over 12 weeks.  The first 
part of this series will be a 6-hour workshop offered 4 weeks after the first day of school, 
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followed by eight weekly 1-hour in-class sessions with an occupational therapist.  A 3-
week gap before the conclusion of the experiential professional development will enable 
teachers to implement what they learned.  Teachers then participate in a final 6-hour 
workshop to culminate their experiences.  The goal of this professional development 
program is to improve the evidence-based practices of teachers who work with students 
with ASD.  Specific objectives are to increase teachers’ self-efficacy, decrease their stress 
and frustration levels, and improve resources and access to supports in the hopes that this 
collaborative process will bring lasting change that allows teachers to improve their 
evidence-based teaching practices and feel valued and effective as educators and 
colleagues.   
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CHAPTER ONE - Introduction 
Background 
Educating children with special needs is a challenging issue for all public schools 
due to the children’s different rates of development and the support they need to 
successfully access the school environment and make academic gains.  Between the 
2011–2012 and 2015–2016 school years, the number of students with special needs in the 
United States rose to 6.7 million but the percentage served remained at 13% of public-
school enrollment (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018).  A substantial number 
of these school-aged children have been diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD), a complex developmental disorder that occurs in 1 of 68 children (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2017).  Many schools include students with ASD in 
general education classrooms for at least part of the day.  Researchers in the mid-1990s 
examined the outcomes of including for students with ASD and found that “students with 
ASD who were included in general education classrooms showed increases in social 
engagement skills and had a larger circle of friends than did students engaged in 
segregated schools” (Leach & Duffy, 2009, p. 32).  According to Bilaver, Cushing, and 
Cutler (2016), “In response to the rising prevalence of autism and growing awareness of 
evidence-based treatments, major policy changes have aimed to increase access to ASD 
educational interventions” (p. 561).  Such policies recognize that positive outcomes for 
these students require providing “appropriate supports, including environmental 
modifications, adapted teaching strategies, and additional support personnel” (Coster 
et al., 2013, p. 535).   
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Overview of ASD and Inclusion 
Children with ASD “have a range of occupational and performance problems that 
interfere with their full participation in school, home, and community activities” (Case-
Smith & Arbesman, 2008, p. 416).  Characteristics that negatively affect students’ 
educational performance include resistance to change, restrictive and repetitive 
behaviors, and unusual sensory responses (Bilaver, Cushing, & Cutler, 2016; Hess, 
Morrier, Heflin, & Ivey, 2008; Lauderdale-Littin & Brennan, 2018).  These 
characteristics hinder the students’ ability to access the curriculum, successfully 
participate within their school environments, and develop peer relationships.  
It is essential for teachers to create “an inclusive classroom because typically 
developing students often model the attitudes and behaviors of adults” (Lindsay, Proulx, 
Scott, & Thomson, 2014, p. 102).  Autism’s severity and pervasiveness can pose 
challenges for teachers and staff to practice inclusion and use evidence-based practices.  
Rodríquez, Saldaña, and Moreno (2012) found that “even teachers of recognized personal 
competence often consider themselves less able to deal with these students than with 
those with any other form of special needs” (p. 1).  When educational staff are not 
prepared for students with ASD, poor communication and inconsistencies with 
interventions can occur (Anderson, Smith, & Iovannone, 2018).  According to Cassady 
(2011), many teachers believe they are unable to teach students with ASD effectively 
while teaching a large group of typically developing students.  This may discourage 
teachers from being fully receptive to inclusion because they had not been educated on 
how to differentiate instruction for students with ASD.  Cassady also found that when 
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teachers have negative attitudes towards inclusion, they “may not provide the necessary 
supports that would create a beneficial learning environment for the students” (p. 3).   
As the number of school age children diagnosed with ASD increases drastically, 
“inclusion of these children in the regular education classroom has become a major 
education concern” (Chung et al., 2015, p. 1).  The concept of inclusion has been 
theorized as the presence and participation of a student with disabilities in a general 
education classroom or activity (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008).  Inclusion provides students 
with ASD access to academic instruction alongside their typically developing peers 
within the general education classroom (Table 1).  Given the social and emotional 
difficulties of students with ASD, teachers need knowledge and skills to provide 
successful strategies to include children within the mainstream classroom and the 
necessary tools and opportunities to increase awareness of tolerance and diversity among 
all students (Lindsay et al., 2014).   
The goal of an inclusive setting is to provide students with ASD the appropriate 
supports and services to meet their individual needs within the general education 
classroom.  The least restrictive environment principles mandate that students with 
special needs should have the opportunity to be educated with typically developing peers 
to the greatest extent appropriate (American Occupational Therapy Association, 2016; 
Chung et al., 2015; Lauderdale-Littin & Brennan, 2018).  However, as students with ASD 
grow and develop their academic and social-emotional skills, they frequently require 
special education supports and services to benefit from their educational programs (Hart 
Barnett & O’Shaughnessy, 2015).  According to Alfaro, Kupczynski, and Mundy (2015), 
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general education teachers must be “prepared to instruct all students even though meeting 
the needs of special and regular [general] education student may not be an easy task and 
is dependent on the teacher’s perception of their students” (p. 2).    
 
 
Table 1. Five Benefits of Inclusive Classrooms  
Benefit Example 
Differentiated instruction Present lessons in different ways, tailored to the style of how each student learns best. 
Supportive teaching 
strategies  
Weave specially designed instruction and support that can 
help all students to progress. 
Reduced stigma 
Acknowledge that classrooms are filled with diverse 
learners; allow students to understand that everyone learns 
in their own ways. 
Effective use of resources  
Allow related service providers to “push in” rather than 
“pull out” their services, resulting in extra support and 
suggestions to help all students. 
High expectations for all 
Teach all students the same materials, aligned with the 
state’s academic standards, outlining what students are 
expected to learn in all academic areas. 
Note. Source: adapted from The Understood Team (2018). 
 
 
Teachers’ acceptance or disapproval and their enthusiasm or rejection contributes 
to the success or failure of inclusion (Cassady, 2011; Chung et al., 2015; Lindsay et al., 
2014; Rodríquez, Saldaña, & Moreno, 2012).  Inclusion is about meeting the needs of 
students while ensuring they have the opportunity to reach their full potential.  Thus, 
teachers need an understanding and appreciation of the individual presentations of 
students with ASD.  They might, for example, tailor their teaching approach and avoid 
  
5 
generalization because students with ASD can be as different from each other as they are 
from other students (Lauderdale-Littin & Brennan, 2018; Rodríquez et al., 2012).  
However, preparing for inclusion can be difficult for teachers.  According to Cassidy 
(2011), when general education teachers have “negative attitudes toward inclusion and 
are unwilling to have students with disabilities in their classrooms, they may not be 
provided the necessary supports that would create a beneficial learning environment for 
students” (p. 3).  Research suggests that teachers who report a positive experience of 
participating in professional development are “more likely to feel accountable for 
maintaining and improving their practices” (Webster, McNeish, Scott, Maynard, & 
Haywood, 2012, p. 8).  For inclusion to succeed, administrators and staff must commit to 
working together to create a supportive learning environment for both students and 
teachers.   
Teacher Attitudes and Beliefs 
Positive attitudes from teaching staff are important predictors of successful 
education of children with ASD (Cassady, 2011; Lindsay et al., 2014; Rodríquez et al., 
2012).  Kokkinos and Davazoglou (2009) found that teaching students with ASD causes 
higher stress levels than teaching students with other disabilities, such as behavioral or 
attentional problems and intellectual disabilities.  Additionally, feelings of emotional 
exhaustion and decreased self-efficacy in their roles as teachers negatively affects their 
occupational performance (Hui, Snider, & Couture, 2016).  Chung et al. (2015) assessed 
teacher attitude as a moderating variable that can influence the successful implementation 
of effective interventions within the inclusive classroom.  Their findings demonstrated 
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that “being female, teaching at the elementary level, and holding a special education 
certification are predictors of positive teacher attitudes toward students with ASD” (p. 1).  
Further, Rodríquez et al. (2012) reported that teacher training has a powerful influence on 
the development of teacher attitudes towards inclusion, especially when it “incorporates 
related and specific professional abilities” (p. 1).   
When working with a child with an ASD diagnosis, teachers need a 
multidisciplinary approach to understanding, treating, and maintaining the child’s ability 
to function within the classroom.  The goal of this multidisciplinary approach is to enable 
the child to become an active, productive member of the school community.  Successful 
collaboration among teachers and occupational therapists is essential for effective 
intervention to occur in the general education classroom.  Most often, the needs of 
students with ASD are diverse and complex, requiring collaborative expertise among the 
personnel involved to provide an appropriate, comprehensive educational program.  
However, the vast amount of research-based treatment recommendations for students 
with ASD can lead to teachers becoming overwhelmed and discouraged (Chung et al., 
2015; Rodríquez et al., 2012; Wong, Ruble, Yu, & McGrew, 2017).  Teachers might then 
rely on word-of-mouth recommendations rather than the more appropriate research-based 
evidence from occupational therapists (Thompson-Hodgetts & Magill-Evans, 2018).   
Various opportunities and resources can improve teachers’ use of evidence-based 
practices, self-efficacy, and classroom management skills.  Rodríquez et al. (2012) 
reported that three types of resources are necessary to positively influence teacher 
attitudes towards inclusion of special education students: training, support from a team of 
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experts, and support in the classroom.  Teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness will 
affect their success when working with students with ASD (Alfaro, Kupczynski, & 
Mundy, 2015).  Preparing teachers to work with students with ASD is a crucial step for 
successful outcomes for these students’ education (Alfaro et al., 2015; Hui et al., 2016; 
Rodríquez et al., 2012; Stahmer et al., 2015).  Such preparation can be accomplished 
through up-to-date trainings, in-classroom support, and available resources, as well as 
continuing education and online courses.   
Need for Professional Development 
Professional development is a type of learning that occurs on the job or during 
professional learning initiatives, seminars, or trainings (Zepeda, Parylo, & Bengtson, 
2014) for adult learners seeking to enhance their personal or professionally opportunities.  
Effective professional development begins with a question important for the adult 
learner; it is self-directed and reflective.  These techniques help the learner understand 
how to make sense of their experiences and make learning meaningful to present-day 
situations.  Most adults enter educational programs voluntarily and therefore are highly 
motivated and task-oriented to further their knowledge base (Cercone, 2008).   
With increasing numbers of students with ASD participating in integrated 
classrooms, teachers are concerned about the availability of training and resources 
(Table 1) required to meet the students’ needs (Hui et al., 2016; Lauderdale-Littin & 
Brennan, 2018; Rodríquez et al., 2012).  Policies of inclusive education have “created a 
challenge for teachers as increasing class sizes and a growing number of students with 
specific learning needs and behavioral issues now participate in the regular classroom” 
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(Hui et al., 2016, p. 116).  Without clear best-practice guidelines for children with ASD 
in the classroom setting, teachers have little support in choosing which strategies to use 
with this population (Hess et al., 2008).  Teachers may not be able to meet their students’ 
needs because interventions tend to focus on practices that can be used with the broader 
population, rather than being specifically tailored for students with ASD (Lauderdale-
Littin & Brennan, 2018).  Therefore, teachers need to be better equipped to promote 
student learning and favorable student outcomes.  In their multiple-case replication pilot 
study, Hui et al. (2016) stated, “Various teacher task forces have reported that resources 
and support for children with special needs in the regular education classroom were 
insufficient given the rising prevalence and complexity of student needs” (p. 116).  
Figure 1 depicts how teachers’ lack of resources, increased frustration, and attitudes have 
helped pave the current situation.  
Without these supports and resources, teachers have not used up-to-date evidence-
based practices when working with students with ASD for several reasons.  First, most 
teachers receive limited instruction in specific interventions for students with ASD.  That 
is, they are expected to implement evidence-based practices without the ongoing 
coaching and feedback crucial for its mastery.  Next, most evidence-based practices are 
not designed for a school setting, making them difficult to implement appropriately in the 
classroom.  Lastly, school administrators may mandate the use of certain practices 
regardless whether they align well with the teacher’s classroom environment or beliefs.  
Mandating teaching practices without the teachers’ collaboration will affect their 
motivation to implement interventions in the classroom and participate in education and 
  
9 
training, as well as influence their fidelity to the methodologies (Stahmer et al., 2015). 
 
 
Figure 1. Pathway of the problem.  
 
Research has demonstrated that a teacher’s training—and not years of 
experience—matters for inclusion (Syriopoulou-Delli, Cassimos, & Polychronopoulou, 
2016).  Effective professional development enables teachers to develop and refine the 
skills necessary to address student learning challenges with the use of current evidence-
based practices.  Professional development opportunities shape teachers’ practice and 
helps them adapt to the changes expected of them (Webster et al., 2012).  This 
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preparedness has been shown to influence a teacher’s willingness and confidence to teach 
students with ASD (Alfaro et al., 2015; Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012).  Sansosti and 
Sansosti (2012) found that a “lack of pre-service and in-service and experience working 
with students with high functioning autism emerged as the identified cause of resistance 
to inclusion” (p. 929).  Through their qualitative findings, Lindsay, Proulx, Scott, and 
Thomson (2014) also found that teachers agreed that “training on how to educate students 
with ASD is essential to providing children with ASD with an appropriate education to 
maximize social inclusion with their peers” (p. 109).  This training could be implemented 
through formal workshops and trainings, along with informal or independent training 
from peers.  According to Alfaro et al. (2015), teachers’ up-to-date training, in-class 
support, and accompanying resources—including the teachers’ understanding of how to 
access and stylize resources within the classroom setting—are necessary to work with 
students with special needs. 
Thus, there is a pressing need to improve inclusive education for students with 
ASD, and professional development for all educators and student-support staff is the 
researched-supported way to address the need.  According to Sansosti and Sansosti 
(2012), professional development should include three key areas related to the specific 
needs of students with ASD: (1) understanding the instructional implications of ASD, 
(2) assessing strategies to analyze the students’ specific support needs, and 
(3) implementing effective techniques to improve behavioral, social, and academic 
outcomes.  Rodríquez et al. (2012) reported that “teacher training has a powerful 
influence on the development of attitudes on inclusion, especially when it incorporates 
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related and specific professional abilities” (p. 1).   
Occupational Therapy in Public-School Settings 
All staff, including occupational therapists, should make decisions considering all 
students as members of the school community.  However, because staff tends to have a 
poor understanding of occupational therapy’s role in working with students with ASD in 
the inclusive setting, they do not seek out occupational therapists for professional support 
and guidance.   
Occupational therapists provide supports and services to students with disabilities 
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2014 and Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act (1973).  Occupational therapists address a multitude of needs, 
including sensory, cognitive, and motor deficits that impair school participation, and 
support transitions towards employment, community integration, and continued 
education.  Involvement at the system, building, and student levels for schoolwide 
initiatives, such as social and emotional learning; universal design; state tiered systems of 
support, health and wellness; assistive technology; and curriculum development, are also 
within the scope of school-based practice.  Best practices in ASD intervention prompt 
occupational therapy practitioners to consider the individual client, as well as their 
contextual information and needs, in clinical decision making (Thompson-Hodgetts & 
Magill-Evans, 2018).   
Occupational therapists are distinctly qualified to provide services to children who 
experience difficulty interpreting and responding to incoming sensory information, which 
can lead to further difficulties with social participation, attention, and learning.  
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Specifically, occupational therapists comprehensively analyze the children’s 
performance, considering internal and external influences that can affect their sensory 
processing system (Case-Smith & Arbesman, 2008).  Interventions attempt to enhance 
the students’ processing and integrating of sensory information to improve their self-
regulation in daily life activities and routines (Pfeiffer, Frolek Clark, & Arbesman, 2018).   
Learning occurs by using all five senses.  According to Noddings (2017), even 
one impaired sense affects the ability to learn and process information.  As such, effective 
communication and collaboration between the classroom teacher and the occupational 
therapist are vital for children with sensory challenges.  Case-Smith and Arbesman’s 
(2008) evidence-based review found that research supports the occupational therapy 
processes of analyzing performance and developing interventions, which use a student’s 
individual strengths to remediate performance delays or deficits.   
Occupational Therapist and Teacher Collaboration 
Effective collaboration challenges teachers to share their teaching practices and 
learning journeys with other teachers and the occupational therapist.  It encourages them 
to identify what is working in their classrooms, as well as areas in which they might need 
support from occupational therapy.  According to Benson, Szucs, and Mejasic’s (2016), 
online survey study, “One of the most important professional relationships for the 
occupational therapist is with the teacher” (p. 291).  Their study findings suggested that 
as the occurrence of collaborative teaming increased, so did the teachers’ perceptions of 
occupational therapist contributions to student skill development.  Those researchers 
found that “a positive correlation between the teacher perception of the occupational 
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therapist’s contributions to the student’s progress suggests that successful education 
outcomes may be influenced by the effective collaboration between these professions” 
(p. 292). 
Occupational therapists’ support interventions in the classroom might include 
using weighted vests (e.g., for calming or proprioceptive input), establishing a quiet 
corner to help calm over- or under-stimulated students, and providing tangible objects 
such as a weighted blanket, bean bag chair, rocking chair, or resistive tunnels to help 
organize students.  These interventions help students feel secure and calm, and possibly 
decompress their agitation, aggression, and defiance.  Occupational therapists can also 
assist teachers to reinforce classroom rules by providing social stories or visual 
representations to help students understand the desired behavior (Case-Smith & 
Arbesman, 2008).  This therapist-teacher relationship is vital to promoting the success of 
children with ASD within the school environment (Benson, Szucs, & Mejasic, 2016).   
In Sayers’s (2008) critical appraisal of 10 articles (Levels II–IV), the findings 
suggested that a collaborative approach to occupational therapy service delivery may 
improve student performance as effectively as direct one-to-one pull-out and small group 
service delivery.  The results also indicated that teachers report greater satisfaction with 
service and increased application of suggestions when occupational therapists provide 
classroom-based services.  However, teachers and occupational therapists often face 
circumstances that challenge their successful collaboration, such as having the time to 
collaborate (Hart Barnett & O’Shaughnessy, 2015).  Hart Barnett and O’Shaughnessy 
(2015) found that collaboration is an essential element in student service delivery and can 
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result in improved student outcomes, as well as in improved implantation of the student’s 
educational program.  The collaboration may relate to co-teaching and problem solving, 
as well as consultation.   
Overview of Proposed Experiential Professional Development 
This proposed doctoral project is a professional development program called, 
“The Sensible Teacher and the Sensational Students: Experiential Professional 
Development to Promote Inclusion for Students with ASD.”  This experiential program 
includes a 2-day workshop (Appendix A) followed by eight weekly 1-hour in-class 
sessions with an occupational therapist.  The program was created by working closely 
with teachers and administration to identify the necessary skills and resources to support 
their goals and needs.  Studies have shown that brief, one-time presentations do not 
successfully change teachers’ long-term practices; instead, for professional development 
to be effective, the teachers’ gains must be maintained and carried forward over time 
(Miller-Kuhaneck & Watling, 2018).  According to Rotermund, DeRoche, and Ottem 
(2017), professional development is most effective when it (a) focuses on the content of 
the subject being taught, (b) corresponds with school or classroom activities, (c) provides 
active learning opportunities, (d) is sustained over time, (e) involves collective 
participation, and (f) receives support from administration.  The duration of this 
professional development will be 10 sessions (two workshops and eight in-class sessions) 
over 15 weeks, with a limited number of participants.  Limiting the participants allows 
the teachers more opportunities to receive one-to-one attention and increases time to 
network and collaborate, especially with the expertise of an occupational therapist.   
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In a systematic review, Miller-Kuhaneck and Watling (2018) found that teachers 
value collaboration with occupational therapists and that student improvements result 
from such collaboration.  Thus, in addition to workshops, the program includes eight in-
classroom sessions with an occupational therapist.  This collaborative process 
encompasses a holistic view of teachers and students that cannot be made without direct 
observation.  It also provides a first-hand perspective from both the teacher and the 
therapist, as well as support when needed.  According to Mizell (2010), professional 
development is most effective when it occurs in the context of educators’ daily work.  
When learning is embedded into their school day rather than limited to their free time, 
educators are engaged in growth.  
According to Opfer and Pedder (2011), teachers need time to develop, discuss, 
and practice newly acquired knowledge. Thus, the conclusion of this experiential 
professional development will be a follow-up workshop 4 weeks after the last classroom 
session.  The follow-up session is necessary to provide supervision, feedback, and 
consultation that contributes to teachers’ learning and performing new skills in the 
classroom (Hendricks, 2011).  It allows group members to come together and process the 
experience, while providing feedback on established outcomes.   
Needs Assessment 
The purpose of the needs assessment is to determine and address the particular 
professional development needs of teachers who work with students with ASD in the 
district.  The survey will identify possible shortcomings in the district’s professional 
development offerings, as well as the likelihood of teacher participation in the proposed 
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program.  It also determines what topics teachers prioritize, what improvements need to 
be made, and what resources they require to successfully implement evidence-based 
teaching practices in their classrooms.  This survey will focus on the outcomes 
(summative) to be obtained.  Teachers will use their experiences and perceptions of prior 
professional development offerings to answer questions and guide development of the 
proposed experiential professional development by balancing their wants and needs with 
what the proposed experiential professional development can provide.   
An initial electronic needs-assessment survey (Appendix B) will be distributed to 
90 teachers who work in an inclusive classroom setting.  This convenience sample would 
allow all the preschool fourth grade teachers to be included, as well as increase the 
amount of information to be provided.  According to Schaeffer, Dykema, Elver, and 
Stevenson (2010), providing respondents with the context of the survey as a whole, how 
the data will be used, and participants’ anonymity.  They recommended, “[The] earlier 
and more effectively this is done, the less likely people will be to dismiss the survey 
before they even start responding” (p. 11).  Thus, the self-administered needs assessment 
survey will be distributed electronically at the beginning of the academic school year, 
when there is the best chance for teacher participation.  Teachers will receive the initial 
survey with an explanation of the survey goal and the importance of completing it—
specifically, to address their needs and obtain resources and supports from the district to 
improve their teaching practices.    
The assessment content will inquire about what kinds of support and resources 
teachers desire.  If the content of the proposed experiential professional development 
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does not align with what teachers feel needs addressing, then participation likely will be 
at a minimum.  Key themes in the assessment will address the teachers’ perceptions of 
their ability to successfully integrate evidence-based teaching practice into their 
classrooms.  The presence of reoccurring themes will provide evidence of the greater 
need for this experiential professional development, as well as the content that teachers 
desire.   
Conclusion 
Inclusion of students with ASD in mainstream schools presents challenges and 
opportunities for the stakeholders (e.g., teachers, students, parents, and administrators) 
involved in this process (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008).  Addressing these challenges to 
implementing inclusion programs correctly and meeting the needs of both the teachers 
and the students they intend to serve requires time for training and resources.  Current 
research supports that most teachers are not receptive to inclusion because they lack 
understanding of how to support students with disabilities appropriately (Cassady, 2011).  
Evidence has demonstrated that when students with ASD are fully included in the general 
education setting, they can exhibit higher levels of engagement and academic success 
than when in segregated settings (Lindsay et al., 2014).  Through ongoing professional 
development opportunities, teachers are more likely to succeed in the inclusion process 
and improve their own attitudes and beliefs towards inclusion.   
School-based professional development helps educators identify learning 
problems and identify and promptly apply solutions to address students’ needs (Mizell, 
2010).  “Teachers’ understanding of the occupational therapists’ role and scope of 
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practice improves through experience and knowledge within the school system” (Benson 
et al., 2016).  The proposed program will provide teachers the chance to help and learn 
from one another by sharing experiences to form more creative and innovative learning 
experiences.  Through a collaborative approach to improving evidence-based teaching 
practices, this program addresses the lack of available resources and training for teachers 
in inclusive classroom settings.  Collaboration is a crucial part of teacher professional 
development because, as colloquially said, no one understands the challenges a teacher 
faces in a classroom better than other teachers.  Inclusion in all classrooms can be 
achieved by providing interventions grounded in evidence-based theory and practice that 
teachers can use, along with a school climate that supports all aspects of inclusion.  
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CHAPTER TWO –Theoretical and Evidence Bases 
Introduction 
This chapter provides a description of two main topics.  The first is an overview 
of the identified problem, and the second is a review of current approaches to address the 
that problem (Figure 2).  
 
 
Figure 2. Pathway of the process. 
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One of the most complex issues the field of education faces is training teachers to 
identify and implement evidence-based practices for students with ASD (Lauderdale-
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reported that teachers believe they need more formal training—both at the college level 
and later through continuing education—in working with this increasing population.  
Colleges and universities have the task of ensuring that teacher graduates are prepared to 
work with students of varying ability levels, including students who fall under the special 
education classification.  According to Hart and More (2013), “Existing colleges of 
teacher education have not yet sufficiently addressed current needs through development 
of robust, high-quality courses and field experiences as part of preparation programming 
specific to ASD” (p. 510).  
Educating students with ASD requires teachers to be prepared.  Hendricks’s 
(2011) quantitative study noted that special education teachers have low to intermediate 
levels of knowledge of ASD and related effective instructional practices.  Hendricks also 
reported that teacher participants had low to intermediate levels of implementing 
effective teaching practices for students with ASD and stated, “Professional development 
initiatives will ensure current and future special education teachers are effectively able to 
teach students with autism” (p. 46).  Similarly, in their web-based survey study, Hess, 
Morrier, Heflin, and Ivey (2008) suggested that “researchers, teacher trainers, and 
institutions of higher education must provide more instruction and guidance to 
practitioners in the field with regard to best practices for teaching students with ASD” 
(p. 970).    
Teacher preparedness begins with their academic experience at the university 
level, refines with student-teacher practices, and matures with experience and continued 
training.  Most teacher graduates receive minimal preparation in evidence-based practices 
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for students with ASD (Cassady, 2011; Hart & More, 2013; Lauderdale-Littin & 
Brennan, 2018).  Teachers report that the training they received for working with students 
with ASD was generally through 1-day professional development workshops, through 
trial and error, or by teaching themselves (Hendricks, 2011; Lauderdale-Littin & 
Brennan, 2018).  Without clear best-practice guidelines for children with ASD in the 
classroom setting, teachers have little support for choosing strategies to use with this 
population (Hess et al., 2008).  Further, this paucity of information causes educational 
staff to make decisions based on variables unrelated to the scientific evidence for 
particular strategies.  Instead, teacher training should focus on the specific needs of 
students with ASD as well as the misconceptions that surround them (Rodríquez et al., 
2012).  
Theoretical Basis to Support this Experiential Professional Development 
Self-Determination Theory 
Self-determination theory is a theory of motivation.  According to Chen and Jang 
(2010), this is “one of the most comprehensive and empirically supported theories of 
motivation available today” (p. 741).  It has been applied effectively to a variety of 
settings, including education.  It incorporates three basic assumptions (Hurst, 2018).  The 
first is that humans are inherently proactive with their potential to master their drives and 
emotions.  Next, humans have an inherent tendency towards growth, development, and 
integrated functioning.  Last, optimal development and actions are inherent in humans but 
do not happen automatically.   
Self-determination theory focuses on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, as well as 
  
22 
social context (Figure 3).  According to Deci and Ryan (2008), social environments can 
facilitate and enable growth or can disrupt and fragment the processes, resulting in 
negative behaviors and experiences.  Individuals decide how to act within their 
environments based on their motivations.  Motivation refers to their reasons for carrying 
out an activity and can vary along a continuum (Sørebø, Halvari, Gulli, & Kristiansen, 
2009).  Behavior can be “intrinsically motivated, extrinsically motivated, or amotivated 
depending on the reasons for their involvement in a given task” (Gorozidis & 
Papaionnou, 2014, p. 1).  Intrinsic motivation refers to engaging in an activity because of 
the positive feelings resulting from the activity itself (Deci & Ryan, 2008).  In other 
words, it is driven by naturally satisfying internal rewards.  Extrinsic motivation involves 
“engaging in an activity because it leads to some separate consequence” and is performed 
to obtain “a tangible reward or to avoid a punishment” (p. 15).  It arises from outside the 
individual, who may perform the activity regardless if the task itself is rewarding.  
Amotivation refers to lack of intention to act (Chen & Jang, 2010).  This occurs when an 
individual has very low motivation levels for a given task and sees no benefit from 
participating or contributing.   
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Figure 3. Theory of self-determination pathway for experiential professional 
development. 
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psychological energy that motivates initiation and long-term maintenance of behavior 
(Silva et al., 2014).   
The motivation of teachers who work in special education may differ from that of 
those teachers who work in general education.  Teachers as a whole, must be patient, 
motivating, and understanding their students’ diverse needs.  According to Roth, Assor, 
Kanat-Maymon, and Kaplan (2007), autonomous motivation for teaching should be 
“positively associated with feelings of personal accomplishment and negatively with 
feelings of exhaustion” (p. 763).  Such motivation can lead teachers to produce greater 
efforts towards realizing their potential and reaching their goals.  Research based on the 
self-determination theory suggested that autonomous efforts are accomplished with 
feelings of vitality and energy.  These efforts also allow teachers to tolerate “occasional 
frustration and setbacks” and prevent those “negative experiences from leading to 
feelings of exhaustion and loss of vitality” (p. 763).  Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, Cuevas, 
and Lonsdale (2014) found that preventing achievement of autonomy, relatedness, and 
competence correlated with teachers feeling job pressure and burnout.  They also 
reported that preventing fulfillment of the need for competence predicted somatic 
complaints.  The more autonomously motivated individuals are, the more adaptive are 
their behavioral outcomes (Silva et al., 2014).  According to Cheon, Reeve, Lee, and Lee 
(2018), a teacher’s classroom and motivation style is important because “its presence 
catalyzes high-quality and engagement-fostering motivation and hence students’ adaptive 
classroom functioning and outcomes” (p. 43).   
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Self-Efficacy Theory 
Self-efficacy theory, which Bandura developed in 1997, is a core aspect in social-
cognitive theory.  It can be defined as judging one’s ability to produce desired results and 
forestall detrimental results (Vadahi & Lesha, 2015, citing Bandura, 2001).  The four 
sources of influence over self-efficacy include mastery experience, vicarious experience, 
verbal or social persuasion, and physiological arousal or emotional state (Vadahi & 
Lesha, 2015).  Mastery experiences—that is, being successful in a given task—provides 
the most effective influence (Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Schwarzer & Hallum, 2008; Vadahi 
& Lesha, 2015; Yoo, 2016).  According to Klassen and Chiu (2010), extensive research 
supports “claims that self-efficacy is an important influence on human achievement in a 
variety of settings, including education” (p. 741).  These experiences affect the teaching 
and learning processes for both teachers and students (Figure 4). 
In an early effort to define the concept of teachers’ self-efficacy, the nonprofit 
organization RAND coined the term, teacher self-efficacy, using principles similar to 
Bandura’s self-efficacy theory (Yoo, 2016).  The concept of teachers’ self-efficacy refers 
to teachers believing in their own abilities to guide their students to success.  Researchers 
agreed that self-efficacy in relation to teachers should be operationalized to reflect their 
beliefs about their own capabilities (Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Yoo, 2016).  Teachers with 
low-self-efficacy demonstrate higher work-related stress and burnout, as well as 
decreased job satisfaction (Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Schwarzer & Hallum, 2008; Yoo, 
2016).  The “opportunity for teachers to critically examine themselves, reflect on their 
beliefs and receive feedback concerning their effectiveness will assist in solidifying self-
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efficacy that will promote learning and retention” (Vahadi & Lesha, 2015, p. 84).  
 
 
Figure 4. Theory of self-efficacy pathway for experiential professional development. 
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Chiu, 2010; Schwarzer & Hallum, 2008; Yoo, 2016).  A teachers’ self-efficacy may “ebb 
and flow over the course of a career as it is influenced by life and career events and 
challenges” (Klassen & Chiu, 2010, p. 742).  It can catalyze empowerment, creating more 
than simply students, teachers, or leaders but greatness.  Teacher preparedness and sense 
of self-efficacy are instrumental in building a harmonious classroom dynamic (Vadahi & 
Lesha, 2015). 
Summary of Theoretical Bases 
The application self-determination and self-efficacy as guiding theories suggests 
various factors that may influence teachers’ feelings of motivation and ability to use 
evidence-based teaching practices.  These theories provide insight into why teachers may 
hesitate to participate or may resist change.  Supporting improvements in teachers’ self-
determination and self-efficacy by participating in the proposed experiential professional 
development will positively affect their teaching practices, as well as student outcomes.  
It will also guide development of the program’s two-workshop series, as well as the in-
class consultations, through the use of best-practice guidelines and recommendations.   
Guiding Questions  
Five questions were developed and applied to guide the literature review on 
professional development and to examine its impact on teachers’ sense of self and 
application of evidence-based practices.  These questions are based on the teachers’ 
perceived and documented needs and will guide the research to support the need for and 
direction of this experiential professional development:   
• Is there evidence that educators’ knowledge of sensory processing relates to the 
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likelihood they will participate in professional development? 
• Is there evidence that educators’ attitudes and beliefs about ASD relate to positive 
student outcomes in academic performance and behavior in the inclusive 
classroom setting? 
• Is there evidence that supports the collaborative role of school-based occupational 
therapists working with educators and students with ASD in the inclusive 
classroom setting?   
• Is there evidence to support teacher use of sensory integration strategies in the 
inclusive classroom for students with ASD? 
• Is there evidence to support that occupational performance coaching improves 
teachers’ self-efficacy and job satisfaction? 
Current Approaches and Methods  
School systems are challenged to address the ever-increasing demands put forth 
by local, state, and federal mandates.  These demands include reducing the achievement 
gap, adopting evidence-based teaching practices, meeting or exceeding yearly progress 
goals, and managing the requirements of students with special needs.  Teachers are 
charged with the responsibility to remain well informed of both the students’ and the 
educational system’s ever-evolving needs.  Sansosti and Sansosti (2012) found that 
increased professional development prior to licensure, as well as ongoing professional 
development, was essential for teachers to meet the needs of students with ASD.   
Colleges and universities are evolving to meet the needs of the ever-changing 
student population.  Lauderdale-Littin and Brennan (2018) reported that higher education 
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programs could support teacher preparation to complete fieldwork and take more courses 
focused on ASD, to attend specific training in management of behavior problems, and to 
participate in classroom, as well as online and webcast, consultations.  These 
recommendations will help ensure that teacher graduates are prepared to work with 
students who have varying abilities.  Teaching future teachers on evidence-based 
practices will allow them to make more informed education decisions for students with 
ASD.  It also can empower teachers to improve their problem-solving skills, as well as to 
connect theory and practice to student outcomes.   
Even though college and universities are working to provide teacher graduates 
with the necessary tools to be effective educators, studies have shown there is still a 
shortcoming in formal education (Cassady, 2011; Lindsay et al., 2014; & Sansosti & 
Sansosti, 2012).  Cassady (2011) reported that a teacher’s willingness to have a student 
with ASD in their classroom may require more preparation and practice teaching students 
with disabilities at the college or university level through increased classroom and 
fieldwork training.  This would necessitate that schools offer mandatory and additional 
training programs, specifically regarding how to accommodate the special needs of this 
student population.  Offering such programs could improve teachers’ knowledge about 
best practices to promote the academic, social, and the behavioral skills of students with 
ASD (Cassady, 2011; Lindsay et al., 2014; Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012).  
Teachers currently have access to a multitude of online continuing education 
opportunities.  They use a variety of online tools to learn independently through self-
paced or facilitator-guided formats that can improve classroom practice, advance 
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professional development, and allow access to continuing education or academic credits. 
The following resources are highlighted from the list of example professional 
development opportunities and related weblinks (Appendix C) because of their 
accessibility, reliability, and ease of use for teachers.  (Presentation of this list does not 
imply endorsement of the online learning tools.)  
• Autism Speaks provides online learning tools for teachers and parents, describing 
each service, along with direct links to sellers, manufacturers, and providers.   
• IDEAs That Work provides evidence-based practice instruction for teachers.   
• The IRIS Center offers a free evidence-based practice module series that “takes 
education professionals through a step-by-step-process of identifying, selecting, 
implementing, and evaluating evidence-based practices, including procedures for 
scenarios when the research is insufficient.”  It also provides links for support in 
the areas of tiered support, individualized education programs, supporting English 
learners, assessments, and technology, to name a few.   
• The Exceptional Child, an online professional development system, allows easy 
delivery of “evidence-based special education-related training to all staff who 
support students with exceptionalities.  Although technology-based training has 
become increasingly popular, training experts agree that it will never completely 
replace classroom training.”  
It is important to also consider the limitations of online professional development 
(Mizell, 2010), including:   
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• The professional development may not relate to the specific learning and 
challenges of an educator’s students. 
• Online, an educator learns in isolation rather than as a member of a team where 
participants learn from colleagues’ expertise, experience, and insights.   
• Educators’ collective growth has a greater impact on student learning across the 
school than does their individual learning. 
• No one evaluates if or how well educators apply their learning to benefit students.  
Summary of Evidence 
Current research supports the need for an experiential professional development 
that improves evidence-based teaching practices within the inclusive public-school 
setting (Alfaro et al., 2015; Hui et al., 2016; Lauderdale-Littin & Brennan, 2018; Lindsay 
et al., 2014; Miller-Kuhaneck & Watling, 2018; Rodríquez et al., 2012; Rotermund, 
DeRoche, & Ottem, 2017; Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012; Vlachou, Stavroussi, & 
Didaskalou, 2016; Webster et al., 2012).  Most available research regarding teachers’ 
attitudes and beliefs, as well as their in-service participation, are based on qualitative 
data, such as questionnaires and focus groups, although some research areas are scarcer 
than others.  This experiential professional development will support a growing need of 
special education students and the teaching staff who support them.   
The professional development program in this proposed doctoral project will 
ensure that teachers have the self-efficacy to offer evidence-based teaching practices to 
all students, while providing support and services to accommodate the individual 
differences of students with ASD.  It will provide guidelines on best-practice 
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interventions that are realistic and most effective within the classroom for students 
diagnosed with ASD. The interventions may also assist in the regulation of students who 
have not been identified with ASD but who may have sensory-processing needs.   
Conclusion  
This chapter demonstrates that theory and evidence-based interventions assist in 
understanding the problem and support development and implementation of this 
professional development program.  A mixed theoretical (self-determination and self-
efficacy theories) foundation was applied to understand the identified problem and design 
the program.  The explanatory model revised to align with evidence acquired through 
review of the evidence-based literature.  Importantly, recommendations arising from this 
literature search are based on best-practice principles for both teachers and occupational 
therapists.   
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CHAPTER THREE – Program Description  
Introduction to the Proposed Experiential Professional Development 
In schools, occupational therapists collaborate by sharing their knowledge and 
expertise with teachers to help children succeed in the classroom.  Occupational 
therapists work collaboratively with members of the education team to provide students 
with ASD equal access to the curriculum and school environment.  It is necessary to 
ensure these students are offered the same activities as their typically developing peers, 
while being provided support and services to accommodate their individual differences.  
The purpose of this experiential professional development is to educate and train 
preschool through fourth grade teachers and staff on the basic concepts of sensory 
integration, as well as strategies, intervention, and resources for students with ASD.  The 
proposed doctoral project, “The Sensible Teacher and the Sensational Students,” will 
provide guidelines on best-practice interventions that are realistic and most effective 
within the classroom for students with ASD.  It is also possible that interventions will 
assist with the self-regulation of students who have not been diagnosed with ASD but 
have sensory-processing needs.  According to Sansosti and Sansosti (2012), educators 
have found that strategies for students with ASD can be useful for general education 
students with similar difficulties and, thus, are best implemented class-wide.   
Program Design 
The proposed doctoral project is to develop a teacher experiential professional 
development that will consist of a 2-day workshop series followed by eight weekly 1-
hour follow-up sessions with an occupational therapist.  The duration of this program will 
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be 15 weeks, with the second workshop occurring 4 weeks after the last in-class session.  
Figure 5 illustrates the pathway of this experiential professional development.   
 
 
Figure 5. Pathway of the experiential professional development. 
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participate in a 2-day workshop series addressing classroom management strategies and 
interventions for students with ASD in the general education classroom.  The design 
includes two full-day workshops because research has found that brief, 1-day teacher 
trainings are not successful at changing teacher practices in the long term (Miller-
Kuhaneck & Watling, 2018).  According to Hui, Snider, and Couture (2016), ongoing 
coaching can “help teachers generalize their abilities to help students with challenging 
behaviors and improve classroom management” (p. 122).  To maximize training and 
coaching, gains must be maintained and carried forward over time (Miller-Kuhaneck & 
Watling, 2018).   
An occupational therapist will conduct the weekly follow-up visits and provide 
performance feedback.  Performance feedback training includes observing teachers 
implementing interventions in an applied setting, followed by behavior-specific feedback 
(Lauderdale-Littin & Brennan, 2018).  The purpose of this feedback is to increase 
treatment integrity and ensure the degree to which the teachers correctly implement core 
intervention components.  Feedback allows the teachers and occupational therapist to 
engage in effective communication, proactively co-plan, and implement strategies and 
interventions that will enhance the collaborative process (Hart Barnett & O’Shaughnessy, 
2015).  Solomon, Klein, and Politylo (2012) found performance feedback training was 
effective at all grade levels and an easy-to-use strategy, which increases teacher treatment 
integrity.   
Coaching in the classroom is a collaborative way to bring out the best in students, 
develop both teachers’ and students’ talents and strengths, build confidence, and facilitate 
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effective learning tools.  It can also improve learning retention, offer opportunities to 
discuss what has been learned or observed, and improve the immediacy of applying 
learning into action.  Hui et al. (2016) found that “pairing coaching with training may be 
a way to enhance knowledge uptake from workshops” (p 116).  Having a physical body 
present to observe and support allows a first-hand account and experience that will 
improve the collaborative process.  
Effective communication is accomplished when both teachers and occupational 
therapists understand each other’s values and roles, as well as being open minded to new 
ideas and recommendations (Hart Barnett & O’Shaughnessy, 2015).  When this is 
accomplished, the mutual respect developed for each professional’s specialized 
knowledge and expertise enhances the collaborative learning process.  Teachers and 
occupational therapists can “engage in effective communication, pro-actively co-plan, 
and implement universal design for learning strategies to enhance inclusive practices in 
school-based occupational therapy for students with ASD” (p. 471).   
According to Hart and More (2013), professional development “can be expanded 
to include the use of other technologies for the purpose of enabling facility to support and 
mentor teachers who may benefit from guidance and feedback as they apply the strategies 
learned” (p. 511).  They also reported that ongoing coaching can help teachers 
“generalize their abilities to help students with challenging behaviors and improve 
classroom management” (p. 122).  Hendricks (2011) reported that for educational 
performance to improve, teachers must use knowledge of current practices gained 
through training that involves supervision, feedback, and consultation.  Miller-Kuhaneck 
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and Watling (2018) found that for training and coaching to be most beneficial, the 
teachers’ gains need to be maintained and carried forward over time and with ongoing 
support.    
Role of Certified Occupational Therapy Assistants  
An occupational therapist and certified occupational therapy assistants work as a 
collaborative team to deliver services delineated under the requirements of an 
individualized educational plan and 504 plans (Opp Hofmann, 2018).  Evidence-based 
occupational therapy incorporates “research evidence, client information, and clinical 
expertise” (Thompson-Hodgetts & Magill-Evans, 2018, p. 2).  Occupational therapists 
are skilled professionals. They can efficiently use all elements of occupational therapy to 
evaluate and create a treatment plan for each student based on individualized needs and 
analyze progress and the appropriateness of discontinuing school-based services.  The 
occupational therapist also guides the occupational therapy assistants.  
Certified occupational therapy assistants are professionals who implement the 
students’ treatment plans as outlined by the occupational therapist.  They keep detailed 
records of each session and regularly provide feedback to the occupational therapist to 
determine whether progress is being made and adjustments to the treatment plan are 
needed.  The certified occupational therapy assistant is an expert in using occupational 
therapy methodologies and interventions to improve, develop, restore, and maintain 
students’ active participation in their educational environment, while meeting the 
established goals and objects as outlined in the students’ individualized educational plans.   
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The development and implementation of the proposed experiential professional 
development will be under the direct supervision of an occupational therapist, with the 
support and assistance of the certified occupational therapy assistant.  They will work 
cooperatively to ensure this experiential professional development is well executed and 
the materials are prepared and available so that the teachers feel supported and ready to 
actively engage in learning. 
Setting 
The initial setting for this proposed doctoral project will be a public elementary 
school in southeastern Massachusetts.  As the program develops, other setting 
considerations will include charter and private schools.   
Recruitment Methods  
An instructional learning team will recruit the teacher participants.  This team 
consists of general and special education teachers, the principal, and related service 
providers.  This group meets once a week to discuss students and teachers who need 
increased support.  Based on the collaborative discussion among the members, teachers 
who may possibly benefit from participating in this experiential professional 
development will be identified and approached for participation.  Data will be reviewed 
in the spring to support teacher participation in the fall.   
Program Participants  
Participants for this experiential professional development will be either special 
education or general education teachers who work in an inclusion classroom with 
students with an ASD diagnosis.  Participation is based on the teachers’ interest rather 
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than their years of teaching experience.  The school district will offer teachers this 
experiential professional development course among other profession development 
options.  Space will be limited to six teacher participants in order to keep the in-class 
sessions manageable.  The inclusion criterion for participants will be regular and special 
education teachers who work in an inclusive classroom setting; the exclusion criterion 
will teacher/s considered short-term, long-term, or permanent substitutes.   
Intended Outcomes  
The intended learning outcomes of the experiential professional development 
describe the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that teachers are expected to develop and 
reliably demonstrate at the end of this course.    
• Short-term outcomes include  
o positive changes in attitudes and beliefs towards educating students with 
ASD, 
o improved knowledge and skills to support student outcomes, 
o understanding the role of occupational therapy in this experiential professional 
development and within the inclusive classroom setting, and  
o improved teacher self-efficacy.   
• Intermediate-term outcomes include  
o improved teacher collaboration,  
o positive student outcomes and improved student performance, 
o improved job satisfaction, and 
o increased use of evident-based practices in the inclusive classroom setting.   
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• Long-term outcomes include  
o improved teacher classroom management for students with ASD, and 
o the district offering teachers the opportunity to participate in continuing 
education trainings on evidence-based practice for students with ASD.   
Guiding Theory  
According to Rodríquez et al. (2012), teachers involved in educating children 
with ASD need clear and practical theoretical frameworks. The theoretical principles of 
adult learning theory (Knowles’s theory, developed in 1984), experiential learning theory 
(Kolb’s theory, developed in 1984), and self-directed learning theory (Tough’s theory, 
developed in 1971), are the foundation of this collaborative learning process. 
Adult Learning Theory 
Andragogy—adult learning theory—encourages adults to return to the educational 
setting and allows them to be treated like equals, no longer dependent on the educator for 
learning (McGrath, 2009).  The essence of teaching adult learners is to provide them with 
the information and tools they need to solve problems (Cohen & Nycz, 2006).  “The best 
educational experiences were cooperative, guided interactions between the teacher and 
the learner with many available resources” (Blondy, 2007, p. 116, citing Knowles, 1984).  
According to Watson (2015), part of being an effective educator involves understanding 
how adults learn best. 
Thus, adult learning theory emphasizes more equality between the teacher and 
learner.  It also uses problem-based and collaborative approaches.  Particularly related to 
this dissertation project, this theory predicts that when adult learning has immediate 
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relevance and impact to their jobs and personal lives, then adults will have a successful 
learning experience (Pappas, 2013).  Figure 6 explains the main points of the causal 
pathway that could be discerned from the adult learning theory principles.   
 
 
Figure 6. The model reflects the main points of the causal pathway that could be 
discerned from Knowles’ adult learning theory principles. 
 
The theory’s four assumptions (Table 2) and six guiding principles (Table 3) 
explain how the process of learning empowers and motivates educators and staff to 
integrate strategies and interventions into their classroom by participating in this 
experiential professional development.  This doctoral project focuses on learning through 
the expertise of occupational therapists while embracing the shared experiences of 
teaching professionals working in an inclusive classroom setting. 
Adult Learners Collaboration
Environment
Involved Experiences Relevance 
and impact
Problem-
centered
Tailored instruction
Communication Confidence Professional growth
Successful learning experience
Age Mistakes
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Andragogy recognizes the importance in adult education of being learner 
centered, as well as customizing the approach to learning.  It emphasizes self-direction, 
flexibility, and the learning process over content (Cercone, 2008).  The educator’s role is 
one of a resource rather than a lecturer or grader.  Its appreciation for the life-learning 
experiences that are unique to adult learners, as well as their need to be self-directed and 
autonomous, allowing the experiences to become a rich learning resource (Carpenter-
Aeby & Aeby, 2013).  Adult learners need to be “actively involved in the learning 
process to construct their own knowledge, to make sense of the learning, and to apply 
what is learned” (Chan, 2010, p. 33). 
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Table 2. Andragogy Principles and Related Program Design Elements 
Andragogy principle  Program design element 
Adults are involved in 
planning and evaluating 
their instruction. 
Teachers have a plethora of knowledge and typically know 
and understand their own learning style and developed 
preferred learning methods.   
Self-assessment of learning styles (Appendix D) will promote 
self-reflection and learning needs.  Materials and resources 
support the needs of teachers based on the needs assessment 
(Appendix B) and preliminary questions to identify supports 
teachers seek in this experiential professional development.  
Valuing experiences enhances and enriches adults’ learning 
needs through peer-to-peer collaboration.   
Experience (including 
mistakes) provides the 
basis for learning 
activities. 
Teachers have opportunity to provide their own experiences, 
knowledge, and expertise in designing interventions that best 
fit their classroom needs.  This will be accomplished through 
an interactive portion of the experiential professional 
development when teachers and occupational therapists 
openly discuss topics relevant to sensory integration and ASD 
(see agenda, Appendix E).  Commonalities will be identified 
and posted.  This provides teachers with opportunity to see 
and hear from colleagues about positive and negative shared 
experiences, and a sense of community where teachers and 
occupational therapists work together for the common 
purpose of successful integration. 
Adults are most 
interested in learning 
subjects that have 
immediate relevance and 
impact to their jobs and 
personal lives. 
Teachers need to see the learning experience applicability to 
see the value of the experiential professional development 
(Appendix E).  This will be accomplished by having teachers 
identify one long-term goal for inclusion and three short-term 
goals to take away from participating in this professional 
development.  These short-term goals will facilitate 
attainment of their long-term goal in small, manageable steps.  
Adult learning is 
problem-centered rather 
than content-oriented. 
Teachers will be provided resources that are realistic and 
manageable for all students and support staff within the 
classroom.  This will be accomplished by having teachers 
participate in interactive problem-solving scenarios 
(Appendix E) where they will have opportunity to provide 
what has worked for them and what has not through 
collaboration with colleagues.    
Note. Source: Pappas (2013)  
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Table 3. Andragogy Assumptions and Related Program Design Elements 
Andragogy assumption: 
Adult learners’ 
Program design element 
Need to know Ask teachers “why” questions and allow them to identify 
answers and/or solutions.   
Self-concept Involve teachers in identifying learning needs, setting goals, 
and guiding their own knowledge.    
Experience Connect learning to previous knowledge and experiences, 
relate theories and concepts to real-life situations, and foster 
shared experiences as a learning tool for all participants.  
Readiness to learn Ensure materials are organized and clear, allowing teachers 
to make the connection of how this professional 
development will assist in attaining their goals for learning.   
Orientation to learning Allow for choice and self-direction with materials, and be 
solution oriented with a focus on problem-solving, because 
the learning must apply to participants’ professional or 
personal pursuits. 
Motivation to learn Treat teachers as equals and with respect, recognize their 
needs, enhance their self-esteem through acknowledging 
contributions made to the learning environment, allow them 
to voice their opinions, and ensure a collaborative 
experience. 
Note. Source: Pappas (2013)  
 
Evidence on Knowles’s Adult Learning Theory  
Learner achievement and results in the acquisition and development of new 
knowledge and skills typically determine the effectiveness of education (Donavant, 
2009).  Learning styles are important because they determine how individuals approach a 
learning task.  They also contribute to the way adult learners think and feel as they solve 
problems and interact with each other and their environment.  Carpenter-Aeby and Aeby 
(2013) used an andragogical instructional framework for a graduate-level assessment and 
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psychopathology course in social work “to enhance students’ ability to acquire and retain 
knowledge” (p. 3).  They emphasized the students’ learning styles throughout the 
research to “increase the students’ motivation, self-direction, and participation on their 
own learning” (p. 11).  That study’s findings suggested that the andragogical design 
elements allowed the students and the teacher-facilitator to become mutual partners in the 
learning process, which in turn increased the students’ self-directedness in learning.  The 
results also indicated that the immediacy of application and the problem-centered 
orientation to learning allowed the students to incorporate the learning into their lives.   
In a quasi-experimental study, Donavant (2009) compared the efficacy of online 
professional development education to traditional delivery methods to evaluate adult 
learners’ perceptions of online learning.  A comprehensive evaluation of the results 
“bolstered Knowles’ argument that andragogy and pedagogy exist alongside each other 
as alternative models that each fit within a particular situation” (p. 242).  The findings 
also indicated that “if learners move towards andragoginess as they progress through 
higher education, a correlation also potentially exists between online education success 
and andragogical approaches” (p. 242).  Donavant also stated, “Such a correlation would 
imply that online education might be a better fit within adult education endeavors” 
(p. 242). 
Norrie and Dalby (2007) explored whether Knowles’ model of adult learning 
allowed teaching to move away from being highly structured towards more explorative 
and less formal methods.  Their study explored whether this progression occurred across 
an undergraduate nursing program.  The authors developed a series of 12 questions based 
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on Knowles’ model and incorporated them into a Likert-scale questionnaire.  Their 
findings did not support their predictions based upon Knowles’ model.  Instead, the 
results suggested that “there is no evidence that students gain more of the characteristics 
of andragogy as they progress through their studies” (p. 319), and their “research does not 
support any signs of progression through a continuum of learning, which is a major 
component of the model” (p. 328).  Therefore, Norrie and Dalby’s work contradicted, 
rather than supported, components of Knowles’ model.   
Few studies have attempted an empirical investigation of andragogy (B. Taylor & 
Kroth, 2009), probably because the model’s assumptions had not been framed by 
empirical research but rather developed “as a result of experience, observation, and 
theoretical influences” (Blondy, 2007, p. 127).  There is a debate as to whether the 
assumptions of andragogy are principles of good practice rather than a theory.  According 
to B. Taylor and Kroth (2009), andragogical “effectiveness is largely determined by 
learner achievement which is often measured by tests and grades; but for Knowles, tests 
and grades are anathema to the very idea of andragogy” (p. 8).  This ambiguity and lack 
of empirical research makes appraising difficult for researchers because validity is 
typically based on measurements.  Most of the literature critiquing andragogy alleged that 
it lacks the fundamental characteristics of a science because it cannot be measured; that 
it, it does not provide the quantitative data that forms the basis for empirical evidence.  
Instead, it relies on “anecdotal evidence [which] far outweighs the experimental 
evidence” (p. 7).    
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Strengths and Weaknesses  
Many strengths are embedded in the adult learning theory.  Within this 
dissertation, the model is referred to alternately as principles and theory.  Andragogy 
focuses on learning, not teaching.  The assumptions Knowles proposed allow educators to 
balance the demands of the learning institution, the course, professional 
judgement of the facilitator, and learner needs. . . . [An] in-depth review of 
andragogy reveals that Knowles’s intentions were to put learners first, to 
strive to help them meet their needs, and encourage educators to 
constantly be available to guide learners to success. (Blondy, 2007, p. 127) 
Andragogy encourages adult learners to return to education by allowing them to 
participate as collaborators and not as dependent learners.  It contributes to the 
establishment of a “democratic society in which learning is no longer controlled by 
education but by the learners” (Chan, 2010, p. 32).  It also seeks to make learning more 
appealing for adult learners.  Andragogy recognizes the importance of being learner 
centered, as well as customizing the approach to learning.  It emphasizes self-direction, 
flexibility, and learning process rather than the content (Cercone, 2008).  The educator’s 
role is best served as a resource rather than a lecturer or grader.  There is an appreciation 
for the learning experiences that are unique to adult learners as well as their need for 
being self-directed and autonomous, and life experiences become a rich learning resource 
(Carpenter-Aeby & Aeby, 2013).  Adult learners need to be “actively involved in the 
learning process to construct their own knowledge, to make sense of the learning, and to 
apply what is learned” (Chan, 2010, p. 33).    
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Andragogy also has inherent weaknesses, particularly lacking a standardized 
definition that allows for various meanings and interpretations.  According to B. Taylor 
and Kroth (2009), there is “an absence of a clear meaning as to what procedures 
constitute andragogical practice” (p. 8); thus, the educator and adult learner 
collaboratively determine many different teaching methodologies.  Andragogy also fails 
to provide a total picture of how adults learn, having “done little to expand or clarify our 
understanding of the learning process” (Cercone, 2008, p. 146).  Although it helps 
educators understand how adults learn, it does not clearly represent the actual learning 
process.  Adult learners bring life and work experiences to the learning environment and 
these “characteristics related to culture, life experiences, and gender may be more 
important to learning than the fact that a learner is considered an adult” (p. 146).  The 
characteristics Knowles proposed in the assumptions of andragogy do not always apply to 
adult learners.  Experiences shape adult learners differently, and so not all adults learn the 
same way.  For example, andragogy “does not consider social and political contexts in an 
adult learning environment” (Chan, 2010, p. 32).  Adult learners have diverse 
backgrounds, as well as values and beliefs, that impact the learning process.  Further, 
Knowles’ model did not acknowledge that relationships and social pressures are 
important factors that could drive learning (Norrie & Dalby, 2007).  Most adult learners 
have the added responsibilities and pressures of families, careers, and social pursuits.  
These can make the adult learners feel unsupported and overwhelmed, which can 
increase stress and hinder the learning experience.   
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Supporting Theories 
Based on the research, andragogy is ambiguous with regards to adults’ actual 
process of learning, and it is challenging to identify what makes andragogy unique 
compared to other well-established theories.  To strengthen the theoretical base of this 
proposed doctoral project, it is necessary to consider theories that complement Knowles’s 
to support the adult learning process, specifically the processes of learning and 
application.  Learning is dynamic process of acquiring new knowledge and progressing 
from past knowledge.  Thus, it is important to assess adult learners’ needs and 
characteristics to choose the most appropriate theory or combination of theories to 
potentially enhance the understanding of how adults learn and under which conditions 
they learn most effectively.  
In addition to andragogy, there are many other types of adult learning theories 
such as experiential learning and self-directed learning.  Similar to Knowles’ andragogy, 
these theories acknowledge “that as a person grows and matures, his or her self-concept 
changes from that of a dependent personality toward that of a self-directed individual” 
(Cercone, 2008, p. 148).  These theories are adult and learner-centered, use experiences 
to foster a rich learning environment, and provide opportunities for growth and 
development.  The shared goal of these theories is to create an effective learning 
experience for adult learners.  According to Cercone, learning is a process and the focus 
of theories is on what happens when real learning takes place.  By combining new 
information with existing knowledge and experience, learners construct their own 
learning through this process (Snyder, 2009).    
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Experiential Learning Theory  
The essence of the experiential learning theory is that adults make sense of their 
experiences and create knowledge through transforming the experiences.  According to 
McLeod (2017), Kolb viewed learning as an integrated process with each stage being 
mutually supportive of and feeding into the next.  This theory differs from andragogy as 
adult learners’ progress through stages for learning to occur.  Within Kolb’s theory, 
developed in 1984, there is a four-stage learning cycle: (1) do—concrete experience, 
(2) observe—reflective observation, (3) think—abstract conceptualization and (4) plan—
active experimentation.  The premise is that learning occurs once an adult learner has 
completed all four stages.  In contrast, andragogy does not explain learning as a process 
but as a way to address the particular learning needs of adults (Cercone, 2008).  Together, 
experiential learning theory provides the “how” learning occurs, and andragogy provides 
the “support” needed for it to occur.   
Self-Directed Learning Theory 
Allen Tough first described self-directed learning theory in 1971 (Ross-Gordon, 
2003).  This theory suggests that the focus of learning lies within the adult learners, who 
may initiate learning with or without others’ assistance (Cercone, 2008).  Characteristics 
of self-directed learners include “independence, willingness to take initiative, persistence 
in learning, self-discipline, self-confidence, and the desire to learn more” (p. 148).  Adult 
learners also need to be goal-oriented and organized and enjoy learning.  They also need 
to be challenged, supported, and provided feedback in their struggles to become self-
directed learners (Silen & Uhlin, 2008).  These supports require ongoing attention from 
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the educator; the educator needs to take part in the learning process.  The adult learner 
does not gain feedback from educator but rather learns from the experience.  This differs 
from andragogy, in which the educator acts as a facilitator and does not provide ongoing 
attention.   
Summary of Learning Theories 
Andragogy is best embodied in those learning environments that support mature, 
willing, and motivated adults e seeking to change their awareness, behavior, and, 
ultimately, way of knowing (Blondy, 2007; Cohen & Nycz, 2006).  Such environments 
include online courses, continuing education courses, professional development, and 
trainings.  By combining new information with existing knowledge and experience, adult 
learners construct their own learning through this process.  However, the learning 
environment and content must be presented in a manner that connects to the adult 
learners’ values and objectives (Cercone, 2008).  The adult learners also need to connect 
what they are learning in their current experiences to those in the past, as well as 
anticipate how to apply them to future situations.  Seeing value in learning is what keeps 
adult learners motivated, whether for their personal growth or professional knowledge.  
Potential Challenges and Supports 
Brownell and Tanner (2012) found that the need for training, time, and incentives 
are the “most commonly cited impediments to widespread change” in teaching practice 
(p. 340).  Table 4 provides examples of potential barriers and challenges for 
implementing the proposed experiential professional development. 
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Table 4. Potential Barriers and Challenges to Implementation  
Barrier/ 
challenge 
Description 
Staff 
commitment 
“People are less likely to be receptive or positive with regard to 
professional development initiatives if they think they are being 
manipulated” (Rhodes & Beneicke, 2002, p. 304). There is a teacher 
longevity problem. Most administrations use top-down improvement 
approach that does not create conditions necessary for bottom-up 
innovation (Heick, 2019). 
Turnover Teacher attrition rates are problems for districts tasked with training 
highly qualified teachers because teachers are the biggest influence in 
student achievement and development; turnover contributes to teacher 
shortages, causing schools to hire inexperienced or unqualified teachers, 
increase class sizes, or cut class offerings, which affects student learning 
(Varathan, 2018). Strauss (2017, n.p.) reported, “90% of annual teacher 
demand is associated with teachers leaving the profession, and thus it 
drives many of the teacher shortages we see today, particularly in high-
needs schools, where students are at least four times more likely to be 
taught by uncertified teachers.”  
Time 
constraints 
There is insufficient time to allow coach-mentors to undertake their roles 
(Rhodes & Beneicke, 2002). Individuals “forget what we learn, need 
extra practice, and often revert back to old habits when we are, 
inevitably, pressed for time” (Brownell & Tanner, 2012, p. 304).  
Beliefs and 
attitudes 
Teachers bring their experiences and beliefs to their teaching and 
learning practices (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Preconceived notions can 
hinder the learning process and opportunity for change.   
Training Teachers feel ill-equipped to change the way they teach and would like to 
structured, formal training (Brownell & Tanner, 2012). 
Incentives Teachers feel they lack incentive to change teaching practices; incentives 
influence professional decisions and teaching practices. Teachers should 
receive compensation (financial benefits, recognition, teaching awards, 
or verbal acknowledgement) for their efforts (Brownell & Tanner, 2012).   
Age Professional development decreases with teacher age.  “On average, less 
experienced teachers receive more days of professional development than 
more experienced teachers” (Creating Effective Teaching and Learning 
Environments, 2009, p. 55).   
Financial 
support 
Districts may find no financial value in the professional development, 
regardless of support for the teachers’ need within the district. 
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In a quantitative study, Stahmer et al. (2015) found that evidence-based practices 
for students with ASD vary greatly in their implementation practices in public school 
classrooms.  This variation could be attributed to differences in daily schedules, staffing 
changes, activities, and student needs.  Other possible factors include teacher motivation, 
experience, education, and training.  According to Darling-Hammond, Hyler, and 
Gardner (2017), policymakers can help support the use of evidence-based professional 
development by  
• adopting standards for professional development to guide the design, evaluation, 
and funding of professional learning provided to educators; 
• evaluating and redesigning the “use of time and school schedules to increase 
opportunities for professional learning and collaboration, including participation 
in professional learning communities, peer coaching and observations across 
classrooms, and collaborative planning” (p. vi); 
• regularly “conduct[ing] needs assessments using data from staff surveys to 
identify areas of professional learning most needed and desired . . . data from 
these sources can help ensure that professional learning is not disconnected from 
practice and supports the areas of knowledge and skills educators want to 
develop” (p. vi); 
• identifying and developing “expert teachers as mentors and coaches to support 
learning in their particular area(s) of expertise for other educators” (p. vii);   
• integrating “professional learning into the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
school improvement initiatives” (p. vii);   
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• providing “technology-facilitated opportunities for professional learning and 
coaching, using funding available under Titles II and IV of ESSA to address the 
needs of rural communities and provide opportunities for intra-district and intra-
school collaboration” (p. vii); and   
• providing “funding and continuing education units for learning opportunities that 
include sustained engagement in collaboration, mentoring, and coaching, as well 
as institutes, workshops, and seminars” (p. vii).   
Conclusion 
Constructs of this experiential professional development will be developed using 
adult learning theory, which will be incorporated into learning activities.  Learning 
theories are important for instructors to understand the adult learner and design a more 
meaningful learning experience for them.  Existing theories provide a framework or 
model that contributes to the understanding of adults as learners (Cercone, 2008).  No one 
learning theory can account for all adult learning.  Many adult learning theories have 
been derived to help theorists and practitioners by providing workable and testable 
explanations of the learning process (Snyder, 2009).  These theories explain how adults 
learn differently than children do and focus on how various social, psychological, and 
physiological factors affect adult learning.  What makes andragogy unique is its well-
established principles and assumptions for designing instruction with adult learners who 
are motivated and self-directed.  It also provides the opportunity for adult learners to be 
active solution finders.  Andragogy stresses the importance of adult learners serving as 
knowledgeable resources for each other.  As such, the theoretical base of this experiential 
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professional development incorporates principles from adult learning theory, experiential 
learning theory, and self-directed learning theory to create an evidence-based learning 
environment.    
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CHAPTER FOUR – Evaluation Plan 
Introduction 
Current research and changes in state and federal legislation support inclusion of 
students with ASD within the least restrictive environment.  The least restrictive 
environment in schools is the general education classroom.  According to Leach and 
Duffy (2009), it is vital to provide general and special education teachers, with “the 
information and support they must have to be able to meet the needs of these students in 
their classrooms” (p. 36).  Therefore, this experiential professional development program 
will be implemented with general and special education teachers of preschool through 
fourth grade in a city (urban) public school district.  Teachers are the best resource for 
what improvements could be made in professional development offerings to best support 
their teaching practices with students with ASD.   
Vision  
This program evaluation is necessary to examine the methods and procedures for 
identifying what changes take place as a result of having participated in this program.  
The core purpose of the evaluation is to provide ongoing data for refining and adjusting 
the experiential professional development activities.  The feedback generated will address 
whether the program is working as intended and whether teachers are satisfied with the 
content and activities, as well as information on the program’s feasibility.  Lindsay et al. 
(2014) found that teachers believe they need more formal training (e.g., continuing 
education) in working with students with ASD.  By participating in this experiential 
professional development, general and special education teachers will demonstrate 
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increased self-efficacy, as well as improved use of evidence-based practices in their 
inclusive classroom for students with ASD.   
This evaluation emphasizes the process of the experiential professional 
development program. Although it focuses on formative evaluation, it also includes 
summative components.  The formative evaluation data will guide ongoing program 
improvement.  This data includes participants’ reports of their first-hand experience 
working with students with ASD, as well as assessments of their knowledge, skills, and 
use of evidence-based practices.  Upon completion of the professional development, a 
summative assessment to determine the teachers’ satisfaction, as well as to monitor 
program outcomes will assist in addressing the future direction of the program.  
Evaluability Assessment 
A six-stage evaluability assessment will determine whether this experiential 
professional development program can be evaluated meaningfully and identify potential 
need for program improvement and management.  This assessment includes a depiction 
of the logic model (Appendix F).  The logic model visually represents how this 
experiential professional development works, communicating its main points and how 
each component relates to the others (McLaughlin & Jordan, 2015, p. 64).    
Stage 1 of the evaluability assessment is to compile a team (Wholey, 2015).  It 
will be important to identify stakeholders—both those who will help and those who may 
hinder the process.  Stakeholders include superintendents, principals, and their assistants; 
directors of special education, teaching and learning, and professional development and 
continuing education; early childhood coordinators; occupational therapists; and 
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representatives from special and general education teachers. 
Stage 2 is to adjust the logic model as needed (Wholey, 2015).  Input resources 
will include regular and special education teachers, occupational therapy staff, 
administrators, paraprofessionals, and pre-kindergarten through fourth grade students in 
the inclusive classroom setting.  Program resources include funding for staff, equipment, 
materials, and supplies, as well as space for the professional development; school 
community engagement and support; time for program clients to participate; and 
technology (e.g., internet, computers, and email access).  The program theory is that 
through this collaborative experiential professional development, teachers will 
demonstrate improved use of evidence-based classroom practices that result in improved 
collaboration, job satisfaction, and self-efficacy, as well as positive student outcomes for 
students with ASD.  Knowles’s adult learning theory, as well as the theories of self-
determination and self-efficacy, guide this program’s theory.  The interventions and 
activities include implementing the professional development, collaborating with 
teachers; presenting an initial 6-hour workshop, eight 1-hour weekly in-class sessions 
with an occupational therapist, and a concluding 6-hour workshop; and collecting and 
analyzing teacher and student data.  Program outputs include the experiential 
professional development conducted and the number of teachers participating, 
occupational therapists trained, materials and resources provided, and printables and 
handouts distributed.   
Expected outcomes will be evaluated in the short, intermediate, and long terms: 
Short-term outcomes include  
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• positive changes in attitudes and beliefs towards educating students with ASD,  
• improved knowledge and skills to support student outcomes,  
• understanding the role of OT in this experiential professional development and within 
the inclusive classroom setting, and  
• improved teacher self-efficacy.   
Intermediate outcomes include 
• improved teacher collaboration,  
• positive student outcomes and improved student performance,  
• improved job satisfaction, and  
• increased use of evident-based practices in the inclusive classroom setting. 
Long-term outcomes include  
• improved teacher classroom management for students with ASD and 
• the district offering teachers opportunities to participate in continuing education 
opportunities for evidence-based practice for students with ASD.   
External factors that will affect program resources and short-term outcomes 
include availability of technology, district funding, concurrent teacher professional 
development programs, time for teacher participation, work-related stress and burnout, 
staff attrition and shortages, and teacher attitudes towards participation.    
Stage 3 explores the program realities (Wholey, 2015).  Short-term, intermediate, 
and long-term outcomes will be reviewed to ensure the feasibility of meeting the 
established goals and objectives, as well as their alignment with the district’s standards, 
mission, and vision.  
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Stage 4 addresses any changes recommended by the team to improve program 
readiness and design.  Program readiness considers the ability to successfully implement 
the professional development.  Program design addresses if the program has meaningful 
impact to meet the needs of classroom teachers and produce the expected outcomes.  All 
potential solutions and recommendations will be reviewed and implemented, as 
appropriate (Wholey, 2015).  
Stage 5 will determine if it is necessary to explore alternative evaluation designs 
to achieve the intended outcomes (Wholey, 2015).   
Stage 6 will provide stakeholders an opportunity to give and receive feedback on 
how the information from this evaluation will be examined and utilized (Wholey, 2015).   
Core Purpose 
Because this professional development program is in the development stages, the 
core purpose of the program evaluation will be descriptive.  The descriptive evaluation is 
relevant to Stage 1 of the program launch.  By conducting a needs assessment and using 
the results to develop goals (Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education, 2018), Stage 1 ensures that the experiential professional development will 
meet the teachers’ needs.  The descriptive evaluation collects data that may or may not be 
quantifiable; therefore, it supports the use of a qualitative design (Martinson & O’Brien, 
2015).  Various data collection methods will include field observation, surveys, Likert 
scales, side-by-side matrices, and interviews related to program participation and 
experiences (Appendix B).  These methods will be useful in determining program 
effectiveness and program management issues, as well as ways to improve this 
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experiential professional development.  They will also help in acquiring information on 
the relationship between the program and teacher self-efficacy, use of evidence-based 
teaching practices, and outcomes.  
Evaluation Scope  
This experiential professional development will take place over 15 weeks.  The 
first part of this series will be a 6-hour workshop offered 4 weeks after the first day of 
school.  Eight 1-hour weekly in-class sessions with an occupational therapist will then 
follow.  There will be a 4-week gap until the conclusion of the experiential professional 
development to enable teachers to implement what has been learned.  Teachers will then 
participate in a final 6-hour workshop to culminate their experiences.  The two-workshop 
portions will take place within the occupational therapy classroom.  This room allows 
easy access to equipment, materials, and supplies that will be discussed during the 
professional development.  The in-class sessions will take place within the teachers’ 
classrooms during instructional periods.  Pre- and post-tests will be completed during the 
professional development portion, and teacher surveys completed after each 1-hour 
session with the occupational therapist.  The pre- and post-tests and surveys will be 
accessible online, except for the more formalized questionnaires.  Inclusion criteria for 
participants will be general and special education teachers who work in an inclusive 
classroom setting.  Exclusion criteria will be teachers considered to be short- or long-term 
or permanent substitutes.  The number of participants will be limited to six for each 
session in order to effectively manage the classroom sessions and to provide the support 
each teacher may require.  The financial burden accrued to the district would be minimal 
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because this experiential professional development will use already-acquired resources 
and staff within the school system.  
Evaluation Questions 
• Was the content of the experiential professional development adequate to provide 
positive perspectives on the use of evidence-based teaching practices in the 
classrooms? 
• Are teachers satisfied with what knowledge and skills they have gained from 
participating in this experiential professional development? 
• What changes should be made to the design of the experiential professional 
development?   
Research Design and Methods 
The focus of the program design will be primarily qualitative but also quantitative 
because the experiential professional development program addresses teachers’ self-
efficacy and use of evidence-based practices in the classroom.  The instructor will create 
spreadsheets, tables, and charts to reflect the participants’ responses from the qualitative 
and quantitative feedback. 
For the qualitative evaluation, data will be gathered from focus groups, interviews 
(individual), and surveys with open-ended questions, allowing teachers to share any 
views that may have been omitted inadvertently from surveys.  Qualitative data provides 
a holistic picture through the teachers’ shared experiences and feelings, which may be 
lost with quantitative design alone.  They will be helpful to gain an understanding of the 
underlying reasons teachers manage their classrooms a certain way and what motivates 
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them to change their habits and beliefs when working with students with ASD.   
The quantitative data will be derived from formalized measurement tools that will 
be completed pre- and post-sessions and include the Teachers’ Self-Efficacy Scale-
Classroom Management (TSES-CM) and the Attitudes and Beliefs on Classroom Control 
(ABCC) Inventory.  The Autism Engagement Rating Scale (AES) will be used to assess 
students’ interactions with teachers and engagement with learning. These formalized 
measures will generate numerical data that can be transformed into usable statistics to 
quantify teachers’ attitudes, opinions, and behaviors (Newcomer, Hatry, & Wholey, 
2015).  Collecting qualitative information in the form of ordinal data will allow these data 
to be measured numerically to assess the percentage and number of teachers responding 
to questions or prompts.  This numerical information will be translated into visual 
materials, such as graphs, tables, and figures.   
Qualitative and Quantitative Data Collection 
Qualitative research can help access the thoughts and feelings of participants, 
which can enable development of an understanding of the meanings people ascribe to 
their experiences (Sutton & Austin, 2015).  The qualitative method for gathering 
information, useful for evaluating the program in the development stages, will include 
field observations, focus groups, and surveys.   
Field observations provide a real life “here and now” picture rather than just a 
mental representation.  This data collection method “can produce valid and credible 
information that cannot be obtained from other sources” (Nightingale & Rossman, 2015, 
p. 472).  Observing teachers in their natural environment—the classroom—will 
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potentially strengthen this experiential professional development, making it more of a 
hands-on, collaborative approach.   
Mould (n.d.) suggested the following tips for implementing a field observation:   
• Start by counting, naming, listing, and mapping:  
1. Who is there?  Titles?  Roles?  What distinguishes them?  
2. What is going on?  What is being done?  What are the steps?  Activities?  What are 
people talking about? 
3. What does the physical space look like?  What are the distinct areas?  How is the 
space marked out?   
4. Sketch a map. 
• Relationships:  Consider the relationships among the items and lists and look for 
themes or patterns.  
• Questions:  Keep a running list of questions that need to be answered.  
Some of this information can be converted into quantitative data, such as counting the 
total number of occurrences or calculating a percentage.   
To optimize the time with teachers, focus groups led by an occupational therapist 
will take place during the two workshop portions of the program during time set aside at 
the beginning of the sessions.  The goal of the focus group is to gain insight on their 
experiences teaching students with ASD in an inclusive classroom.  Questions will be 
open-ended, eliciting more information and detail about the teachers’ values, beliefs, and 
experiences.  According to Krueger and Casey (2015), it is important to use carefully 
sequenced questions, “so their focus is more specifically on the key topic of the study” 
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(p. 509).  A list of questions will be devised to keep the group focused and organized on 
key topics, particularly feelings of self-efficacy, classroom management skills, and 
support (both within the school and at the district level).  
Due to the challenging nature of moderating, facilitating, and tracking data in real 
time during a focus group, consideration will be given to asking the teachers’ permission 
to audio tape the focus group portion of the professional development.  Although this 
could discourage the teachers’ openness about some topics, I will reassure them that the 
tape will remain confidential and only for the purposes of gathering themes to make the 
program more effective.  I will also explain how the acquired documentation and data 
will substantiate the need for increased resources, materials, and support.  Checklists and 
tally sheets, as well as field notes, will also be used.  Field notes will document and track 
my impressions of environmental contexts, behaviors, and nonverbal cues that may not 
be captured adequately through the audio-recording.  Field notes can “provide important 
context to the interpretation of audio-taped data and can help remind the researcher of 
situational factors that may be important during data analysis” (Sutton & Austin, 2015, 
p. 228).  
Lastly, data will be obtained through surveys (Appendix B).  Survey questions 
will be both fixed choice and open ended.  I. Taylor (2018) recommended using a variety 
of rating scales that engage respondents more fully and prevent them from clicking the 
highest, lowest, or middle ratings all the time.  Using different rating scales also provides 
unique perspectives on the data being analyzed.  This matrix asks teachers how important 
an attribute is and then how satisfied they are with that performance area.  The next set 
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will be a Likert rating scale that measures the teachers’ opinions and attitudes towards 
evidence-based teaching practices for students with ASD (Appendix B).  The last portion 
of the survey will be one open-ended question specifically on the type of professional 
development teachers are seeking.  Recurring themes in their responses will provide 
evidence of the greater need for this experiential professional development, as well as the 
content that teachers desire.  Finally, quantitative data will be obtained from the pre- and 
post-tests of the TSES-CM, ABCC Inventory, and AES.   
Data Analysis and Reporting 
Qualitative analysis will consist primarily of descriptive data.  The aim of 
qualitative analysis is to increase understanding of the quality, characteristics, and 
meaning of the researched object or topic (Goodrick & Rogers, 2015).  Krueger and 
Casey (2015) recommended that researchers analyzing focus group data should consider 
its frequency (how often participants commented on it), extensiveness (how many people 
made similar comments), and intensity (depth of the participants’ feelings).  These data 
will be represented by the words, stories, and feelings of the teacher-participants. Once 
reviewed and analyzed, common themes, trends, and experiences will emerge.    
Quantitative analysis is based on describing and interpreting objects statistically 
and with numbers that can be used to predict future outcomes (Krueger & Casey, 2015).  
It will be based on data derived from the TSES-CM pre- and post-tests, the ABCC 
Inventory, and the AES, and graphed and displayed using Microsoft Excel™ 
spreadsheets.  These spreadsheets will visually represent the data through graphs and 
charts with corresponding labels and numerical values, as appropriate.  
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Data Management Plan 
As an occupational therapist trained and experienced in the policy and procedures 
of the program evaluation, I will collect and distribute the data.  Teachers will submit 
their responses from the pre- and post-tests and questionnaires through electronic means, 
primarily school email.  An online (preferably cloud-based) survey developmental 
software will gather and store the survey responses and generate data.  Using an online 
program allows me to track, tally, and visually display the teachers’ responses through 
the use of a single program.  Online survey administration will enable the surveys to 
reach the most teachers, at a minimal cost, while saving time and allowing data entry to 
be automated.  I will compile the qualitative data for transcription, coding, and 
categorizing into common themes among participants with open-ended questions.  All 
surveys would be anonymous with no personal or identifiable information from 
participants.  However, surveys will include demographic information pertaining to the 
teacher’s grade level taught and years of teaching.  To ensure that the teachers complete 
the surveys, the software issues a certificate of completion after submission—motivating 
the teachers to complete and acquire professional development (continuing education) 
units for participation.   
Documentation compiled during teacher collaboration and observation will 
remain in a locked filing cabinet in the occupational therapy office.  To maintain the 
anonymity of teachers participating, the documents will contain no personal or 
identifiable information.  Surveys from the school district’s Office of Continuing 
Education and Professional Development will be collected.  In addition, the district will 
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require teachers to complete the survey as part of their mandatory professional 
development units and then collect and compile the anonymous findings. However, their 
data could be compared to the data received through this experiential professional 
development.  This data would be kept in a locked filing cabinet as well. 
Summary 
The proposed doctoral project, “The Sensible Teacher and the Sensational 
Students,” will focus on feedback acquired from the perspectives of teacher participants 
after they complete this experiential professional development.  Two approaches to data 
collection—specifically, qualitative and quantitative methods—will be used.  Qualitative 
methods will be represented through descriptive data, such as teachers’ words, stories, 
and feelings, captured through focus groups, surveys, and field observations.  
Quantitative data will statistically describe the qualitative measures to assist in predicting 
the future outcomes of this experiential professional development.  These data will be 
obtained through use of pre- and post-tests of the TSES-CM, the ABCC Inventory, and 
the AES.  These evaluation methods will guide any necessary modifications needed to 
ensure success of this experiential professional development and those who participate in 
it.    
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CHAPTER FIVE – Funding Plan 
Supporting inclusion in all classrooms can be achieved by providing interventions 
grounded in evidence-based theory and best practice that teachers can utilize, along with 
a school climate that is supportive of all aspects of inclusion.  Inclusion allows all 
students to feel included, not excluded because of difficulties accessing the curriculum or 
stigma towards their participation amongst their typically developing peers.  Although 
they are not large in numbers compared to the children in the general education 
classrooms, students with ASD deserve classroom materials that will enable them to 
achieve their student outcomes while reaching their highest potential.  This is made 
possible by those who generously donate their time, resources, and talents to improve the 
abilities of our teachers, students, and our school as a whole community.     
Available Resources 
The proposed experiential professional development will consist of three 
important and available resources within the school district—time, volunteers, and 
materials—intermingled to make program a success.  Time is valuable, especially to 
those who generously donate it.  When working in a school department, there is the 
potential to access knowledgeable peers, such as a technology specialists, administrative 
assistants, and professional development coordinators.  It will be important for me to 
identify those experts who can advise and assist with the experiential professional 
development as needed.  To gain the support and participation of these experts, it will be 
essential to make them feel valued and invested in the process.  A visual representation 
will help them understand the role they will serve, how much of their time is required for 
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each task, and what their volunteerism specifically entails.  Each expert will be assessed 
to ensure they understand the purpose and goals.   
Utilizing internal resources has the potential to decrease the cost of the 
experiential professional development and highlight the distinct skills that each discipline 
or volunteer provides.  Because the proposed experiential professional development 
program will be within the public-school setting, the initial overhead for materials 
(Table 5) will be relatively inexpensive.  However, it will be worthwhile to reach out to 
the community for donations to ease the burden on the school department budget with 
regards to materials.   
Alternatively, if this experiential professional development were provided out of 
the district, it would be important to identify additional important contacts for support.  
These individuals might include the custodian, technology specialist, administrative 
assistant, lead teacher, and professional development coordinator, as well as other 
individuals who will influence the program’s success off site.  
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Table 5. Example Materials for Experiential Professional Development Program 
Category Example 
Technology  Internet  
Projector  
Chromebooks (6), connectors and wiring  
Smartboard 
CD player and CDs 
Speakers 
Environment  Classroom size or comparable space 
8-foot folding tables (3) and adult-size chairs (6) 
Free-standing easel  
Office supplies Dry erase board and markers (3 colors) 
Pens and pencils (6 each) 
Package of big sticky note paper  
Lined paper (1 pack) 
Easel paper (1 pack) 
1.5-inch binders (6) and 3-hole puncher 
Colored sharpies (4 colors) 
Handouts  Corresponding PowerPoint slides 
Additional resources, pictures, and printables 
Seating T-stool 
Move-n-sit cushion; Wedge cushion 
Disc; Physioball 
Wobble seat; Standing desk  
Bean bag 
Fine/visual 
motor bins 
Shoebox-size bins (6) 
Manipulatives available in the classroom (specific materials depend 
on grade level attending) 
Scents Alerting smells: cinnamon, citrus, mint 
Calming smells: vanilla, rose, lavender  
Mood elevator: pine  
Sensory tools Weighed vest; Compression vest  
Weighted lap pad 
TheraBand  
Weighed backpack 
Yoga mat 
Fidgets 
Tactile desk fidgets  
Lighting  Floor lamp; Desk lamp 
LED, incandescent, halogen, CFL 
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Resource Budget 
Associated costs related to the proposed experiential professional development 
are depicted in Tables 6 and 7.  Table 6 accounts for the program as part of the school 
district’s professional development offerings.  Table 7 accounts for the necessary start-up 
costs associated if this experiential professional development were implemented outside 
of the school district.   
 
Table 6. In-District Needs Resource Budget 
Item Estimated cost 
Course instructor $592.00 ($37/hourb x 16 hours professional 
development) 
 1,480.00 ($37/hourb x 5 hours/ week x 8 weeks of 
in-class collaborative support to teachers) 
Office suppliesa 200.00  
Seating alternatives for 
classroomsa 
400.00 (items unavailable in class and need to be 
ordered) 
Dissemination of materials and 
activities 
191.27  
Total cost $2,863.27  
Note. aMaterials listed in Table 5; bWorkshop rate based on teacher contract. 
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Table 7. Out-of-District Needs Resource Budget  
Item Estimated cost 
Instructor $1,280.00 ($80/hour x approximately 16 hours; 
includes travel and set up) 
Office suppliesa 300.00  (replenished based on need) 
Seating devicesa  1,200.00b   
Sensory toolsa 1,200.00b  
Computer  2,500.00b  
Projector and cables 3,000.00b   
Miscellaneous electronicsa 500.00b  
Miscellaneous supplies for 
activitiesa 
200.00 (per professional development) 
Dissemination of materials and 
activities 
134.08  
Total cost $10,314.08  
Note. aMaterials listed in Table 5; bOne-time purchase. 
 
 
Potential Funding Sources 
It will be difficult to rely solely on the school district for financial support and 
reimbursement while developing this experiential professional development program.  
Instead, it will be necessary to further investigate various grant offerings that may be 
applicable to the educational model (Table 8).  Assistance from grant monies will be put 
towards materials and supplies needed to successfully implement the program. 
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Table 8. Eligible Grants for Educators and School Districts 
Grant or foundation Purpose description / link 
Mass Department of Elementary & 
Secondary Education: 
 
Empowering Educators through 
Autonomy Planning Grant (Fund 
Code 327; 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/grants/) 
Provide districts funding and support to explore 
structures that promote greater school-level 
autonomy and empower educators 
Safe and Supportive Schools 
Competitive Grant (Fund Code 335; 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/grants/2019/
awards/335.html) 
“Support schools and districts in creating a safe, 
positive, healthy, culturally-responsive, and 
inclusive whole-school learning environment; and 
to make effective use of a system for integrating 
services and aligning initiatives that promote 
students' behavioral health.” 
The Systems for Student Success 
(SfSS) Initiative (Fund Code 248; 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/grants/2019/
awards/248.html) 
Support districts that want to “thoughtfully examine 
and systematically address their students' most 
significant barriers to learning.” 
Special Education Discretionary 
Federal Program Improvement Grant 
(Fund Code 249; 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/grants/2018/
249/) 
“Enhance program-based induction, mentoring, and 
retention programs and to advance the skills of 
educators through professional development 
activities.” 
Steelcase Education: Active Learning 
Center Grant 
(https://www.steelcase.com/discover/i
nformation/) 
For active learning classroom; includes furniture, 
design review, installation, and onsite training 
Educators of America: Micro grants 
(https://educatorsusa.org/our-
programs/micro-grants/) 
Outfit school/classroom with up-to-date technology 
that can enhance student learning and create endless 
education methods for teachers 
Microsoft (Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation): Network for School 
Improvement 
(https://www.gatesfoundation.org/Wh
at-We-Do/US-Program/K-12-
Education) 
“Invest in partnerships between networks of schools 
and school support organizations that work together 
to solve common problems by using evidence-based 
interventions that best fit their needs.”  
Walmart Foundation: Community 
Grant Program 
(http://giving.walmart.com/apply-for-
grants/) 
Small grants “to a local school. . . .We engage in 
opportunities that align with the Walmart 
Foundation's key areas of focus: opportunity, 
sustainability, and community.”  
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When applying for grants and in-kind donations, it will be crucial to clearly 
represent the specific needs of students with ASD and how the program can address those 
needs.  It will also be important to outline which program goals the grants and in-kind 
donations would support, emphasizing that all donations help create a positive impact on 
student learning.  This process starts with ensuring that teachers receive proper 
instruction by participating in regular training and development opportunities they can 
apply to student learning.  In turn, teachers can apply evidence-based teaching strategies 
in their classroom, benefiting all students.  It will also be vital to consider locating 
funding sources that may be willing to donate financially or in-kind (Table 9) to this 
experiential professional development.   
The majority of the grants and in-kind donations investigated in this search were 
what most individuals would envision for the “traditional” classroom.  The profile of a 
“traditional” student and classroom has evolved over time; therefore, grants and their 
criteria should, as well.  Children with special needs, specifically those with ASD, have 
specific learning needs that cannot be accommodated by what the “traditional” classroom 
offers.  Therefore, it is imperative to educate our community about the classroom needs 
of students with ASD.  
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Table 9. Donation Sources 
Donor Description 
Staples 
(https://www.staples.com/sbd/cre/mark
eting/about_us/how-we-give.html) 
Staples “supports through We Care gift cards 
and in-kind product donations. These 
donations allow organizations to get the 
supplies they need from Staples to help make a 
community event or program a success.” 
Donors Choose 
(https://www.donorschoose.org/?gclid=
Cj0KC) 
After creating a “project” (considered a request 
for the materials needed), online donors choose 
the projects and monetary donations to 
contribute. 
Oriental Trading Company 
(https://orientaltrading.requestitem.com
/) 
Supports organizations and programs that 
improve the lives of children and youth, with 
emphasis on education and youth programs. 
Adopt a Classroom 
(https://www.adoptaclassroom.org/) 
Helps offset out-of-pocket costs (teachers 
spending their own money on classroom 
supplies and materials). 
The Free Cycle Network 
(https://www.freecycle.org/) 
Grassroots organization, entirely nonprofit 
movement of people “giving (and getting) stuff 
for free in their own towns and 
neighborhoods.”  
School on Wheels: Massachusetts 
(https://www.sowma.org/) 
Provides students with tools they need to 
succeed in the classroom.  
 
Conclusion  
Many resources are necessary to make this experiential professional development 
a reality, as well as a success.  It will be crucial to consider all avenues when seeking 
donations and support with regards to volunteers, materials, and financial means.  What 
will make this experiential program distinct in its appeal for support is its focus on 
improving students with special needs’ access the curriculum, participation within their 
school community, and their social and emotional development with peers.  Through the 
use of specialized teacher instruction, materials, and equipment, students with special 
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needs are afforded the opportunity to learn alongside their typically developing peers in 
an environment that will support the learning needs of all students. 
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CHAPTER SIX – Dissemination Plan 
The goal of this experiential professional development is to improve the 
evidence-based practices of teachers who work with students with ASD.  The objectives 
are to increase teacher self-efficacy, decrease their stress and frustration levels, and 
improve resources and access to supports. This chapter presents the program 
dissemination plan for two separate entities—in-district and out-of-district to allow the 
program to grow and not be limited to public schools.  The primary target audience is 
school administration, including the directors of teachers and learning and of professional 
development and continuing education.  The secondary target audience includes 
preschool through fourth grade teachers.   
Dissemination Goals and Approaches 
Dissemination Goals 
The dissemination goal for this project is to distribute information and 
professional development materials to the target audience efficiently and effectively.  The 
intent is to spread the knowledge associated with evidence-based interventions for 
teachers working with students with ASD in the inclusive classroom setting.   
• Short-term Goal 1: Program dissemination to the primary target audience will 
lead the district to endorse this experiential professional development at the 
preschool and elementary levels.   
• Short-term Goal 2: Program dissemination to the secondary target audience will 
lead six teachers to register for this experiential professional development. 
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• Long-term Goal: Program dissemination to the primary and secondary target 
audiences will lead the district to adopt this experiential professional development 
as part of their district-wide professional development offerings for all teachers 
and staff.   
Dissemination Approaches 
When creating a dissemination strategy, it is vital to understand the kind of 
message that would be most appealing and impactful to the target audiences.  Matching 
the dissemination means to the message and needs of the audience is key to effective 
dissemination (Table 10).    
 
Table 10. Dissemination Approaches 
Message purpose Dissemination approach 
Awareness Create awareness of this program to help word-of-mouth 
dissemination and help build identity and profile within the 
school community.  
Useful for target audiences that do not require detailed program 
knowledge but find it helpful to be aware of activities and 
outcomes.   
Understanding Target primary audience directly with dissemination information 
to provide deeper understanding of what the program entails and 
benefits of participating.     
Action Focus on action, or change of practice by teachers and 
administrators that results from adopting the program of materials 
and approaches.  
Note. Adapted from Harmsworth and Turpin (2000). 
 
When looking at the primary target audience of school administration, the most 
appropriate dissemination approach would focus on action—specifically, the adoption 
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and implementation of this experiential professional development within or out of the 
district.  This dissemination will be completed through a live meeting.  For the meeting to 
focus on action, it will be important to ensure that awareness and understanding of this 
experiential professional development’s goal and objectives are made available prior to 
the live presentation.  This will be accomplished by providing attendees with an 
informational email and fact sheet. When the primary target audience has a deep 
understanding of this experiential professional development’s content and benefits, they 
will be able to plan for how best to support the program’s, as well as the teachers, needs.  
They will also be able to see how these needs align with the program’s outcomes and the 
district’s goals and objectives for teaching and learning.  
For the secondary target audience, the dissemination approaches of awareness 
and understanding will be the focus because it will be important to create an identity for 
this program.  Teachers need to be made aware of what this program has to offer and how 
it could benefit or strengthen their teaching practice.  It will be equally crucial for 
teachers to have a clear understanding of the program’s goal and objectives and its 
immediacy and applicability in their classrooms.     
This dissemination plan assumes a 1-year program implementation and evaluation 
with positive results.  Dissemination will be initiated after the first year of 
implementation to ensure adequate data and sufficient teacher feedback have been 
obtained.  As outlined next, the dissemination plan will provide information, including 
key messages, influential speakers, dissemination activities, and the proposed budget and 
evaluation plan, to the primary and secondary target audiences. 
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Target Audiences 
Primary Target Audience   
Gaining insight into what would motivate the target audience to support this 
experiential professional development is crucial for program implementation.  The 
primary target audience for dissemination will be the superintendent, assistant 
superintendent, the director and assistant director of special education, the eight 
principals and assistant principals, and the directors of teaching and learning and of 
professional development and continuing education.  These individuals are in positions to 
influence and effect change within the school district.   
If this experiential professional development will be sourced out of the school 
district, the primary target audience will also include the director of the local 
collaborative, the principals of the two local private elementary schools, and the 
principals of the two surrounding charter schools.    
Key Messages for Primary Target Audience 
1. The experiential professional development, “The Sensible Teacher and the 
Sensational Students,” will address the lack of available resources and training for 
teachers who work in the inclusive classroom setting.  The distinct value of this 
program is a collaborative approach to improve evidence-based teaching 
practices.  School-based professional development helps educators analyze 
student achievement data during the school year to immediately identify learning 
problems, develop solutions, and promptly apply those solutions to address 
students’ needs (Mizell, 2010).     
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2. Supporting inclusion in all classrooms can be achieved by providing interventions 
grounded in evidence-based theory and practice that teachers can use, along with 
a school climate that supports all aspects of inclusion.  It is possible that the 
program interventions will assist in the self-regulation and academic needs of 
students who have not been identified with ASD but would benefit from such 
interventions.   
3. Effective professional development enables teachers to develop and refine the 
skills necessary to address student learning challenges with the use of current 
evidence-based practices.  “The Sensible Teacher and the Sensational Students” is 
about positive, lasting change—changing the way teachers think, collaborate, and 
problem solve as individuals as well as a teaching community.  Professional 
development opportunities shape teachers’ practices and help them adapt to the 
changes expected of them (Webster et al., 2012).   
Secondary Target Audience   
The secondary target audience will include 90 pre-kindergarten through fourth 
grade teachers.  Because  this program supports the direct participation of only six 
teachers, the remaining (nonparticipating) teachers in this secondary target audience are 
considered future participants.  By providing these individuals with a detailed 
dissemination plan, this target audience will be equipped with the awareness and 
understanding to achieve the program’s long- and short-term goals.   
If this experiential professional development will be sourced out of district, the 
secondary target audience will include two teachers from each of the three schools (total 
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6 teachers). 
Key Messages for Secondary Target Audience 
1. The experiential professional development, “The Sensible Teacher and the 
Sensational Students,” will address the lack of available resources and training for 
teachers who work in the inclusive classroom setting.  This will be done through a 
collaborative approach to improve evidence-based teaching practices.   
2. The program will create opportunities for teachers to share their teaching 
practices and learning journeys with other teachers and occupational therapists.  It 
will also encourage them to identify what works in their classrooms, as well as 
where they might need support from the occupational therapist.   
3. The program will provide guidelines on best-practice interventions that are 
realistic and most effective within the classroom for students with the ASD 
diagnosis.    
Influential Spokespersons for Primary and Secondary Target Audiences 
Influential spokespersons promote the benefits associated with this program 
through their first-hand experiences.  Spokespersons need to appeal to the target audience 
by being perceived as relatable, authentic, and credible (Center for Innovation in 
Research and Teaching, 2019).  They portray to the target audiences their belief in the 
effectiveness of this experiential professional development, as well as its positive impact 
on teacher performance and student outcomes.  Influential spokespersons will include:    
1. A mentor occupational therapist currently providing this program of service 
delivery for inclusion of students with ASD in collaboration with general and 
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special education teachers.   
2. Testimonials from teachers who have participated in this experiential professional 
development, as well as the perspectives of parents whose children were in the 
classroom, will be part of later dissemination efforts as influential spokespersons.   
In an effort to reach all audiences regardless of time or location, the spokespersons’ 
messages will be in the form of live or recorded presentations or webinars.    
Activities  
Several methods would be appropriate to raise awareness about this experiential 
professional development while contributing to the success and effectiveness of its 
dissemination.  The most effective ways to communicate the message to the target 
audiences could be through social media, websites, and newsletters, in addition to 
presentations and informal meetings.  According to the Center for Innovation in Research 
and Teaching (2019), information should be geared towards the target audiences and 
reflect the project’s purpose.  The Center also recommended that documents used to 
disseminate findings “should be attractive and readable, should be concise, should 
highlight results, define special terminology, and should include graphs, bullet points, or 
images to break up lengthy amounts of text” (n.p.).   
To create awareness, gain exposure, find collaborators, and build networks, the 
Center for Innovation in Research and Teaching (2019) recommended the following 
means of communication and dissemination:  
• Newsletters 
• Conference presentations  
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• Poster presentations 
• Facebook/Twitter/Google 
• YouTube 
• Slideshares 
Creating a list of potential opportunities for communication will be based on the available 
and practical resources within the school district and community.  Utilizing existing 
relationships and networks will hopefully foster support for the program.   
Dissemination methods for in district include to 
• distribute brochures or newsletters (including program description, goals, and 
objectives), 
• provide live presentations to administration and staff,  
• deliver informative email to staff,  
• post a brief video presentation to be viewed online,  
• present at after-school faculty meetings, and  
• develop and activate a hyperlink on the district’s staff website to create awareness 
about program details and resources. 
Dissemination methods for out of district include to 
• develop brochures or newsletters (including program description, goals, and 
objectives), 
• invite the director of the local collaborative and other members of the primary 
target audience to a presentation, 
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• develop an informative email for local agencies potentially interested in learning 
more about this experiential professional development, and 
• post a brief video presentation to be viewed online. 
Table 11 lists the estimated dissemination budget for both scenarios. 
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Table 11. Dissemination Plan Budget: In- and Out-of-District 
Audience  In-district Out-of-district 
Primary  Stamps ($0.55 x 14) 
Flat rate envelopes ($7.25 x 14) 
Postcard stamps ($.34 x 25) 
Printed post-cards (25 count) 
Brochuresa  
Cover letter a 
Executive summarya 
Video presentationb 
Emailb 
Link on the district’s staff websiteb 
Colored ink cartridgea 
Pack of white 8 x 11 paper  
$    7.70 
101.50 
8.50 
15.00 
 
 
 
 
 
 
23.79 
4.39 
Stamps ($0.55 x 5)  
Flat rate envelopes ($7.25 x 5)  
Postcard stamps ($.34 x 25) 
Printed post-cards (25 count) 
Brochuresa  
Cover lettera 
Executive summary a 
Video presentationb  
Emailb 
Slideshare 
Colored ink cartridgeb 
Package of white 8 x 11 paper  
$  2.75 
36.25 
8.50 
15.00 
 
 
 
 
 
 
23.79 
4.39 
 Total cost, primary audience $160.88 Total cost, primary audience $90.68 
Secondary Interoffice mail (free service) 
Interoffice envelopes (free to staff) 
Legal envelops $4.49 (12-pack x 7)  
Postcard stamps ($.34 x 90) 
Printed post-cards (100 count) 
Brochuresa  
Cover lettera 
Video presentationb 
Emailb 
Link on the district’s staff websiteb 
Colored ink cartridgea  
Pack of white 8 x 11 paper 
 
 
$31.43 
30.60 
60.00 
 
 
 
 
 
23.79 
4.39 
Stamps ($0.55 x 6)  
Flat rate envelopes ($7.25 x 6)  
Postcard stamps ($.34 x 25) 
Printed post-cards (25 count) 
Brochuresa  
Cover lettera 
Executive summarya 
Video presentationb  
Emailb 
Slideshare 
Colored ink cartridgea  
Pack of white 8 x 11 paper  
 
$  3.30 
43.50 
 8.50 
 15.00 
 
 
 
 
 
 
23.79 
4.39 
 Total cost, secondary audience  $150.21 Total cost, secondary audience:  $98.48 
Note. aCosts included in the cost of the colored ink cartridge; bUtilizes available resources at no incurred charge. 
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Dissemination Evaluation 
To determine if the dissemination strategies were executed effectively, an 
evaluation plan will be developed to discern whether the long- and short-term goals were 
achieved.  The evaluation plan will assess how successful the dissemination efforts were 
to the primary and secondary target audience using as following measures the number of 
• primary target audience members in attendance,  
• secondary target audience members in attendance, 
• printed materials (number of copies) distributed,  
• evaluation questionnaire (online or paper, depending on preference) tallies of 
Likert-scale ratings and comments or feedback from the two open-ended 
questions, 
• self-addressed, stamped postcards (provided to audience) regarding interest in 
more information distributed and returned, 
• consent for contact information left by participants, and 
• follow-up emails opened and video views.  
These measures will determine whether long- and short-term goals of the 
dissemination were attained and if audience understanding and awareness occurred as a 
result of the dissemination action.  This feedback will provide both qualitative and 
quantitative data to assess how well each effort influenced the long- and short-term goals, 
what efforts need to be strengthened, and their shortcomings.   
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Conclusion 
The dissemination of “The Sensible Teacher and the Sensational Students” will 
target two audiences from two separate entities.  In district, the primary target audience 
includes the superintendent and assistant superintendent, as well as the director of special 
education and assistant, principals and assistant principals, director of teaching and 
learning, and director of professional development and continuing education.  The 
secondary target is 90 teachers of pre-kindergarten through fourth grade.  Out of district, 
the primary target audience will include the director of the local collaborative, principals 
of the two local private elementary schools, and principals of the two surrounding charter 
schools.  The secondary target audience will include two teachers from each school (total 
of 8 teachers). 
The overall goal of this dissemination plan is for the district to adopt this 
experiential professional development program as part of their district-wide professional 
development offerings for all teachers and staff.  The steps to achieving this goal is for 
the district to endorse the program at the preschool and elementary levels and then for six 
teachers to register for the program.  To reach both target audiences (in and out of 
district), dissemination efforts will include person-to-person presentations, written 
materials (brochures or newsletters), and electronic means (emails, website link, or video 
presentation).  The total expenses for the dissemination plan will be $311.09 for in-
district and $189.16 for out of district. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN - Conclusion 
Inclusion of students with ASD in mainstream schools presents both challenges 
and opportunities for the stakeholders (e.g., teachers, students, parents, and 
administrators) involved in the process (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008).  Current research 
supports that most teachers are not receptive to inclusion because they lack understanding 
of how to provide appropriate support for students with disabilities (Cassady, 2011).  
Sansosti and Sansosti (2012) found that a “lack of pre-service and in-service and 
experience working with students with high functioning autism emerged as the identified 
cause of resistance to inclusion” (p. 929).  Addressing these challenges requires time, 
training, and resources to implement inclusion programs correctly in order to meet the 
needs of both teachers and the students they intend to serve.   
Evidence has demonstrated that when students with ASD are included fully in the 
general education setting, they can exhibit higher levels of engagement and academic 
success than in segregated settings.  For example, in a survey of teachers, respondents 
agreed that “training on how to educate students with ASD is essential to providing 
children with ASD with an appropriate education to maximize social inclusion with their 
peers” (Lindsay et al., 2014, p. 109).  Through ongoing professional development 
opportunities, teachers are more likely to develop success in the inclusion process.  They 
also enable teachers to develop and refine the skills necessary to address student learning 
challenges with the use of current evidence-based practices.   
The proposed doctoral project, “The Sensible Teacher and the Sensational 
Students,” is designed to be a collaborative, experiential professional development.  
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Teachers work alongside an occupational therapist through a 2-day professional 
development series incorporating evidence-based best-practice guidelines for inclusion of 
students with ASD.  The innovative learning experience provides teachers with the 
chance to help and support one another through sharing their knowledge and experience.   
This experiential professional development is distinct from others because it 
incorporates eight weekly 1-hour in-class sessions with the occupational therapist.  For 
teachers, the focus of these sessions is to improve classroom management, self-efficacy, 
and use of evidence-based teaching practices.  The intended outcomes are to improve 
students’ curriculum access, community participation, and social and emotional 
development with their typically developing peers.  Research supports this approach, 
stating that “teachers’ understanding of the occupational therapists’ role and scope of 
practice improves through experience and knowledge within the school system” (Benson 
et al., 2016).   
The program design emphasizes collaboration.  Occupational therapy and teacher 
collaboration, an essential element in service delivery, improves student outcomes 
through co-teaching, problem solving, and consultation (Hart Barnett & O’Shaughnessy, 
2015).  Collaboration helps ensure that children with disabilities receive free and 
appropriate public education, including specialized instruction, in a general education 
classroom.  It also allows occupational therapists and teachers to look closer at and reflect 
on ways to improve upon their own practices and help others.  This, in turn, supports 
discussions and planning, as well as real life problem-solving, planning, and teaching 
activities.  Such a collaborative partnership promotes respect for each other’s roles and 
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responsibilities, while appreciating differences in opinions and personalities.  It is about 
working with strengths and building upon identified vulnerabilities. When teachers are a 
part of a collaborative partnership, they are more likely to be empowered to contribute to 
the change process.    
The available literature on collaboration for inclusive schools emphasized the 
importance of communication skills for success (Benson et al., 2016; Hart Barnett & 
O’Shaughnessy, 2015; Miller-Kuhaneck & Watling, 2018).  Effective communication is 
accomplished when both teachers and occupational therapists understand each other’s 
values and roles and are open minded to new ideas and recommendations.  This 
understanding leads to developing mutual respect for each professional’s specialized 
knowledge—expertise that enhances the collaborative learning process.  Teachers and 
occupational therapists can “engage in effective communication, pro-actively co-plan, 
and implement universal design for learning strategies to enhance inclusive practices in 
school-based occupational therapy for students with ASD” (Hart Barnett & 
O’Shaughnessy, 2015, p. 471).  When teachers work together with therapists, they can 
help identify areas a student needs to work on and reinforce therapeutic strategies.  In-
classroom support allows realistic, evidence-based perspectives of the interventions.  
School-based professional development helps educators identify learning 
problems, develop solutions, and promptly apply those solutions to address students’ 
needs (Mizell, 2010).  Professional development opportunities shape teachers’ practices 
and help them adapt to the changes expected of them (Webster et al., 2012).  Research 
has shown such preparedness to influence teachers’ willingness and confidence to teach 
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students with ASD (Alfaro et al., 2015; Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012).  This experiential 
professional development will meet the identified needs of teachers within the district by 
setting attainable outcomes.  It is my hope that this collaborative process will bring about 
lasting change that allows teachers to improve their evidence-based teaching practices 
and feel valued and effective as educators and colleagues. 
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APPENDIX A: Sample Presentation Material for Workshops 
Workshop Day 1 
Classroom Strategies and Interventions (60 minutes) 
Objective:  To identify three environmental features for universal design with the 
classroom 
 
 
• Group Discussion 
o Ask: “What does this quote mean to them as teachers?” 
o Tell: What this quote means to me as an OT 
o Ask: “How does this currently look within the district?” 
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Classroom	Strategies	and	Interventions 
 
Environmental	considerations 
 
Adaptation	and/or	
modification 
 
Universal	Design 
 
Accessible	to	all	students;	individual	vs.	group	activities;	noisier	or	quieter	options	 
Motor	Activities	 
 
Allow	for	choice,	including	varied	levels	of	stimulation	and	physical	engagement	 
Lighting	and	Organization	 
 
Natural	vs.	incandescent	lighting;	too	much	vs.	too	little	visual	stimulation	 
Flexible	Seating 
 
Chairs,	stools,	cushions,	floor	seating	and/or	standing	options;	be	flexible 
 
 
• Discuss slide content for environmental considerations and the corresponding 
adaptation and modification 
• Ask: “This is my OT perspective, what is your teacher perspective?” 
• Ask teachers if they could add to list 
• Write answers/suggestions on a large sticky note.   
• OT to create ongoing list for future reference  
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Classroom	Strategies	and	Interventions 
 
Environmental	considerations	 Adaptation	and/or	
modification	
	
Unstructured	Play	 Multiple	times	a	day;	outdoors;	stimulate	the	sense	
Structured	Movement	 Built	into	curriculum;	yoga;	brain	breaks,	music/rhythm	activities	
“Time	In”	
	
Quiet,	individual	space;	reset	self;	headphones;	fidgets	
Personal	Needs Caring	for	belonging;	managing	basic	classroom	self-care	needs	and	tasks 
 
 
• Review slide content for environmental considerations and the corresponding 
adaptation and modification 
• Ask: “Again, this is my OT perspective, what is your teacher perspective?” 
• Ask teachers if they could add to list 
• Write answers/suggestions on a large sticky note.   
• OT to continue to create ongoing list for future reference 
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Universal	Design	
	
Accessible	to	all	students;	individual	vs.	group	activities;	noisier	or	quieter	
options 	
 
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/212654413630911850/?lp=true 
 
 
 
• Ask teachers “What in this picture would you consider Universal Design” 
• Ask teachers “What in your classroom would you consider Universal Design?” 
• Whole Group Activity: 
o Brainstorm options for their own classrooms (prompts for teachers: 
“what do you have,” “what do you need”, “what do you want”, and 
“what is realistic”?) 
• OT to keep a list that will be developed later on for future reference 
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Motor	Activities	
Allow	for	choice,	including	varied	levels	of	stimulation	and	physical	
engagement	 	
  
Photo 1: https://therapyfunzone.net/blog/scatterpillar-scramble-a-fun-game-for-fine-motor-skills/ 
Photo 2: https://www.friendshipcircle.org/blog/2013/11/12/7-ways-to-include-a-student-with-special-needs-in-physical-
education/ 
 
 
 
 
• Ask teachers: “What do you view in the picture as Motor Activities?” 
• Facilitate Fine/Visual Motor Activity:  
o Teachers each are given a different bin filled with a few fine/visual 
motor manipulatives that can be found within the classroom.  They are 
then asked to develop a quick little activity for their classroom. 
• Individually, teachers are asked to present their activity and what are the 
important features to the whole group. 
o Group feedback is recorded on each prepared activity for future use. 
• Facilitate Sensory/Gross Motor Activity:  
o Teachers are asked to get up and participate in a movement-based 
activity (examples: brain gym; yoga, or basic chair stretches) 
• Teachers also participate in a movement-based activity that can be 
“curriculum” related (examples: animal walks to line up; sitting in a rocking 
chair while reading a book; counting the number of consecutive bounces of a 
playground ball; measuring how far each student can jump forward). 
• Whole Group Activity: Brainstorm options for their own classrooms. 
• OT to keep a list that will be developed later on for future reference 
 
  
99 
	
Lighting	and	Organization	
Natural	vs.	incandescent	lighting;	too	much	vs.	too	little	visual	stimulation	 	
 
https://christinasadventures.com/myclassroom/ 
 
 
• Ask teachers: “What do you notice about the Lighting and Organization of this 
picture?” 
• Facilitate Experiential Activity:  
o Provide examples of lights to experience (for example: LED, 
incandescent, halogen, and CFL (compact fluorescent light). 
o Ask teachers how they perceive each (i.e. comfortable, bright, dim).  
o Then have teachers experience the importance of light position (i.e. 
overhead, behind, to the side, straight on). 
• Whole Group Activity: Brainstorm options for their own classrooms. 
• OT to keep a list that will be developed later on for future reference. 
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Flexible	Seating	
Chairs,	stools,	cushions,	floor	seating	and/or	standing	options;	be	flexible 	
 
  
Photo 1: http://thereadingrug-funinfirstgrade.blogspot.com/2014/03/alternative-seating-in-action.html 
Photo 2: https://www.boredteachers.com/classroom-ideas/16-awesome-flexible-seating-classrooms-thatll-blow-your-teacher-
mind 
 
 
 
 
• Ask teachers: “What do you view in the picture as Flexible Seating?” 
• Facilitate Experiential Activity: 
o Provide various alternatives with flexible seating to experience (trial) – 
such as physioball, wedge, disc, t-stool, wobble seat, back jack chairs 
o Discuss and trial seating alternatives such as tall kneeling, prone on the 
rug, and standing desks.  
o Have teachers rate or describe their experience, both positive and 
negatives, to each. 
• Group Discussion: the seated student vs. the standing student. “Is there a need 
for students to all be uniformly seated for learning to occur?” 
• Group Discussion: 
o Brainstorm options for their own classrooms (prompts for teachers: 
“what do you have,” “what do you need”, “what do you want”, and 
“what is realistic”? 
• OT to keep a list that will be developed later on for future reference 
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Unstructured	Play	
Multiple	times	a	day;	outdoors;	stimulate	the	sense	
 
  
Photo 1: https://voiceofplay.org/benefits-of-play/ 
Photo 2: https://www.natureplayqld.org.au/inclusive-fun-with-nature-play 
 
 
 
 
• Ask teachers: “What they view in the picture as Unstructured Play” and “Why 
is Unstructured Play so important?” 
• Group discussion: Ask teachers “What do we do when the weather does not 
cooperate and there is the dreaded indoor recess?” 
• Discuss embedding indoor recess with motor-based activities such as an 
obstacle course, circuit stations, and movement to music that rely on the initial 
structure of an adult but then the unstructured nature of play. 
o Develop list of supports and barriers  
o Develop list of activities to meet student needs 
• OT to keep a list that will be developed later on for future reference 
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Structured	Movement	
Built	into	curriculum;	yoga;	brain	breaks,	music/rhythm	activities		
 
  
Photo 1: https://www.intechopen.com/books/autism-spectrum-disorder-recent-advances/occupational-therapy-in-autism 
Photo 2: http://www.actionforhealthykids.org/tools-for-schools/1252-brain-breaks-instant-recess-and-energizers 
 
 
 
• Ask teachers: “What do you view as Structured Movement” and “Why is 
structured movement so important?” 
• Group discussion: “What is the difference of individual sensory needs and 
inclusive sensory breaks?”  
o Continue discussion: “How can I make time to make sure these needs 
are met while focusing on time on learning?” 
• Interactive activity: Have teachers experience what “sensory play” is through 
use of gak and goup.  Ask “What are the positive features of each as well as the 
potential negative features?”  
• Group Activity: Brainstorm options for their own classrooms 
• OT to keep a list that will be developed later on for future reference 
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“Time	In”	
Quiet,	individual	space;	reset	self;	headphones;	fidgets	
 
  
Photo 1: https://www.tampabay.com/news/education/k12/Pasco-sensory-room-a-comforting-resource-for-students-with-
autism_165072015 
Photo 2: https://i.pinimg.com/originals/2a/b5/45/2ab5456eafbe2450103afa00a96f6264.jpg 
 
 
 
• Ask teachers what they view in the picture as “Time in” 
• Facilitate Experiential Activity: 
o Provide opportunity to experience “time in” activities such as sitting on 
a physioball and bouncing, rolling prone over a peanut bolster, using a 
hippity hop, turtle seat, and tilt boards  
• Group Activity: Brainstorm options for their own classrooms.  
• OT to keep a list that will be developed later on for future reference 
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Personal	Needs	
Caring	for	belonging;	managing	basic	classroom	self-care	needs	and	tasks	
 
   
Photo 1: https://blink.ucsd.edu/facilities/services/general/personal/restrooms.html 
Photo 2: https://store.schoolspecialty.com/OA_HTML/ibeCCtpItmDspRte.jsp?minisite=10206&item=499467 
Photo 3: https://i.pinimg.com/originals/1f/27/ee/1f27ee83670ab643c685a1f6c1095e33.jpg 
 
 
 
• Ask teachers: “What are “Personal Needs” and why are they important to 
address at any age?” 
• Teach about the importance of re-enforcing the ability for students to care for 
themselves despite the fact it may take them more time and effort due to motor 
planning difficulties as well as decreased social interactions.  
• Encourage teachers to make time in their classroom for these experiences to 
naturally occur (i.e., assigning jobs during snack time to help students) to help 
other students as well 
• Group activity: Brainstorm options for their own classrooms. 
• OT to keep a list that will be developed later on for future reference 
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Final	Thought	
 
 
• Discuss “What does this mean to you as teachers?” 
• Then discuss what this means to me as an occupational therapist  
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Workshop Day 2 
Inclusion Trivia (30 minutes) 
Objective:  To apply strategies and interventions into a multi-sensory team building 
activity 
	
Inclusion	
	
	
 
   
https://thinkingmomsrevolution.com/special-needs-inclusion/ 
 
 
• This slide presentation will be a trivia game in an effort to keep it interesting 
for teachers as the information can be a bit daunting but so important.  
Hopefully by making it “fun,” teachers will be applying the knowledge that 
they learn from both past and present knowledge and how it can apply to their 
teaching practices. 
• Each teacher will be divided randomly into three teams of two. 
• Each team will be given cards A, B, C, D where they are able to hold up their 
corresponding answer.  
• Team with most points (then descending) will be given first choice of three “in-
class activity” that is already developed for students.  Second place will have 
next choice, followed by third place.   
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Americans	with	Disabilities	Act	of	1990	(ADA)	
o Civil	rights	protection	to	individuals	with	disabilities	on	basis	of	race,	sex,	national	origin,	and	religion	
o Revised	by	the	ADA	Amendments	Act	of	2008		
§ Became	effective	on	January	1,	2009	
o Equal	opportunity	for	individuals	with	disabilities:	
§ Employment	
§ Public	accommodations	
§ Transportation		
§ State	and	local	government		
§ Telecommunications		
Implication	for	OT	practice:	
o Assist	in	modifying	the	school	environment	to	ensure	safe,	effective,	participation	and	accessibility	of	all	students	
o Expertise	at	environmental	modifications	and	accommodations	for	inclusion	of	all	students		
 
 
Facilitate discussion of the slide and the important features to them as teachers. 
 
Question 1: What type(s) of accommodations are required by the ADA? 
A. Physical accommodations, such as available handicapped parking spaces and 
accessible facilities 
B. ATM accommodations, such as meeting height and reach requirements and 
providing speech output 
C. Communication accommodations, for example, acceptance of calls through relay 
services and accessible websites 
D. All of the above 
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The	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	2004	(IDEA)		
	
o Most	recently	amended	the	IDEA	through	Public	Law	(114-95),	the	Every	Student	Succeeds	Act	(December,	2015)	
o Free	appropriate	education		
o Emphasis	placed	on	special	education	and	related	services	designed	to	meet	students	unique	need	
o Ensure	rights	of	children	with	disabilities		
o Assist	agencies	to	provide	for	the	education	of	all	children	with	disabilities		
o Implementation	of	a	statewide,	comprehensive,	multidisciplinary	system	of	early	intervention	services		
o Access	and	ensure	the	effectiveness	of	and	efforts	to	education	children	with	disabilities		
Implication	for	OT	practice:	
o Provide	best	practice,	evidence	based	standards	to	students	with	disabilities		
o Expertise	at	“holistic”	approach	to	individualizing	treatment			
 
 
Facilitate discussion of the slide and the important features to them as teachers. 
 
Question 2: An IEP has been issued and you as the student's general education 
teacher disagree with an accommodation. Which of these options can you NOT 
legally do? 
A. File for a due process hearing with the school district 
B. Use "profession discretion" and not implement the accommodation 
C. Request to be at the next IEP meeting to discuss the accommodation 
D. Discuss with the parent the appropriateness of fading the accommodation 
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Every	Student	Succeeds	Act	of	2015	(ESSA)	
	
o Eighth	reauthorization	of	the	Elementary	and	Secondary	Education	Act	of	1965	(ESEA)	
o Replaces	the	seventh	reauthorization	No	Child	Left	Behind	Act	of	2001	(NCLB)	
o Major	federal	law	authorizing	federal	spending	on	programs	to	support	PreK-12	schooling	
o Shifted	many	decisions	around	how	to	hold	school	districts	accountable	for	student	outcomes	back	to	states	
o Full	implementation	of	the	new	law	will	not	occur	until	the	2017-2018	school	year		
Implication	for	OT	practice:	
o Participate	in	a	collaborative	model	for	all	student	learning	and	achievement	
o Expertise	in	providing	recommendations	with	appropriate	development	of	functional	skills	within	the	academic	setting		
 
 
Facilitate discussion of the slide and the important features to them as teachers. 
 
Question 3: What does ESSA mean for schools? 
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) is the nation's main education law for all 
public schools. The law holds schools accountable for how students learn and achieve. 
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Section	504	of	the	Rehabilitation	Act	of	1973	
	
o Civil	right	law	that	prohibits	discrimination	against	individuals	with	disabilities		
o Ensure	equal	access	to	an	education		
o Does	not	require	a	public	school	to	provide	an	individualized	education	program		
o Fewer	procedural	safeguards	are	available	to	a	child	with	a	disability	and	their	parents	than	the	under	IDEA	
Implication	for	OT	practice:	
o Participate	in	the	504	process	despite	not	providing	direct	services	through	recommendations	and	general	accommodations	
o Expertise	at	supporting	student	achievement	through	teacher	and	staff	consultative	model		
 
 
Facilitate discussion of the slide and the important features to them as teachers. 
 
Question 4: All of the following are purposes of a Section 504 plan in a school 
setting, except: 
A: Protect against discrimination to participate fully in school.  
B: Provide reasonable and appropriate accommodations.  
C: Protect students with disabilities.  
D: Provide special education services. 
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Massachusetts	Office	on	Disability	(MOD)	
Disability	Rights	Laws	in	Massachusetts		
o Created	in	1981	under	Chapter	6,	Section	185	of	the	Massachusetts	General	Laws	
o Goal	is	”to	increase	awareness	of	the	rights	of	persons	with	disabilities”	
o Hope	is	”that	this	Disability	Rights	Laws	will	be	a	helpful	resources	for	people	
with	disabilities	as	well	as	the	larger	community”	
o Focuses	its	activities	in	Four	Areas	of	Focus:	
§ Training		
§ Advocacy		
§ Monitoring		
§ Resources		
http://likesuccess.com/topics/22295/people-with-disabilities	
	
 
 
Facilitate discussion of the slide and the important features to them as teachers. 
 
Question 5: True or False: MOD is part of the Massachusetts Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education? 
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Massachusetts	Advocates	for	Children	(MAC)	
Disability	Rights	Laws	in	Massachusetts		
o Private	non-profit	organization	
o Dedicated	to	being	an	independent	and	effective	voice	of	children	who	face	significant	barriers	to	equal	educational	and	life	opportunities		
o Began	in	1969	as	the	Task	Force	on	Children	out	of	School	
§ Dramatically	exposing	the	systematic	exclusion	of	children	in	Boston	Public	Schools	
§ 	Statewide	advocacy	efforts	to	protect	and	expand	the	rights	of	children	in	urban	education	reform,	special	education,	and	other	critical	areas		
o Children	who	face	the	greatest	barriers	to	educational	success		
https://pearlbuckcenter.wordpress.com/2015/08/24/quotes-and-a-story-on-dis-ability/ 	
 
 
Facilitate discussion of the slide and the important features to them as teachers. 
 
Question 6: What do the provisions of MAC require school districts to establish? 
A: Education PACs (Parent Advisory Councils) 
B: Strengthening parents’ independent evaluation  
C: Establishing an MCAS appeals process for students with disabilities 
D: All the above  
 
Question 7: Which statement/s is false: The provisions of MAC require school 
districts to:  
A: Maintaining critical due process protections 
B: Establishing rights of parents and their experts to observe their child’s classroom 
C: Re-establishing age 14 as the initiation of transition services 
D: None of the above 
E: All the above 
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Special	Education	Advocacy/Disability	Rights	Resources																								
Massachusetts	Resources:	
o Arc	Massachusetts	
o Children’s	Law	Center	of	Massachusetts	
o Disability	Law	Center,	INC.	
o Federation	for	Children	with	Special	Needs	
o Massachusetts	Advocates	for	Children	(MAC)	
o Special	Needs	Advocacy	Network	(SPAN)	
National	Resources:	
o Americans	with	Disabilities	Act	Document	Center	
o Center	on	Human	Policy	–	Syracuse	University		
o Disability	Rights	Education	and	Defense	Fund	(DREDF)	
o National	Disability	Rights	Network	(NDRN)	
o TASH		
o U.S.	Department	of	Justice			
 
 
Facilitate discussion of the slide and the important features to them as teachers. 
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APPENDIX B: Needs Assessment 
 
1) Need for 
professional 
development to 
address best 
teaching practices 
for students with 
ASD.
Sample Questions  – Side by Side Matrix
Please review each question listed in the checklist.  Check the first box to indicate your level of 
importance (column A), then check the level of training at the district level (column B) and lastly our 
level of satisfaction (column C).  Your answers will remain confidential and help us to understand 
where the current need for professional development is when working with students with ASD in the 
inclusive classroom setting.  
Not Somewhat Very None Somewhat Adequate
2) Need for 
increased district 
supports for 
implementing 
evidence based 
teaching 
interventions.
Not Somewhat Satisfied
C: Level of 
Satisfaction
A: Level of 
Importance
B: Level of 
Training 
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Teacher Beliefs
Teacher’s Level of Agreement
2) Current professional development offerings 
are applicable to teaching students with ASD.
Strongly
Agree
Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly 
Disagree
3) Teachers are provided information on 
current evidence based teaching practices 
when working with students with ASD.
1) There is a need professional development 
specifically related to forteaching students with 
ASD.
This questionnaire is designed to help us gain a better understanding to what is currently being offered 
by the district’s professional development.  Your answers will remain anonymous.  Please indicate 
your opinion about each statement below by placing an X or check mark in the corresponding box.  
Sample Questions – Likert Rating Scale
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APPENDIX C: Professional Development Opportunities 
 
 
Table C1. Professional Development Opportunities 
Provider Description 
Teachers in 
Massachusetts 
https://www.learnersedgeinc.com/professional-development-
massachusetts 
This website offers self-paced online course to help with 
relicensing needs, professional development, and 
advancement in teaching careers.  Teachers are able to 
download a catalog of over 120 course offerings. 
Department of 
Education 2018 Special 
Education Professional 
Development Series 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/training/pdseries.html 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/training/pdseries.html?sectio
n=workingwithautism    
Within the website are various offerings but specific to the 
research questions is Inclusive Practice: Working with 
Students with Autism for General and Special Educator (67.5 
PDPs or 3 graduate credits from Fitchburg State University 
for $285 fee). “By taking this institute, you will meet the MA 
ESE's license renewal requirement for 15 PDPs related to 
strategies for effective schooling for students with 
disabilities and instruction of students with diverse learning 
styles, or you can meet the MA ESE's license renewal 
requirement for 15 PDPs related to SEI or ESL.” 
Note. The author does not endorse the above professional development opportunities. 
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Table C2. Webinar Opportunities 
Provider Description 
Profectum 
 
https://profectum.org/ 
According to the website, conferences and presentations are recorded 
and then available as webcasts to provide access to a larger audience. 
Individual webcast access for 6 months is $15. It also offers 
information about trainings, conferences, and resources. 
Education Week 
Webinars 
https://www.edweek.org/ew/marketplace/webinars/webinars.html  
On-demand offerings; free virtual broadcasts are free, including 
upcoming and on-demand webinars. Webinars are available only for 
a limited time after original live streaming.  Participation certificates 
are not provided but participants receive post-event confirmation 
emails.  
Autism Society 
of North 
Carolina 
https://www.autismsociety-nc.org/autism-webinars 
Offers autism webinars that are free and in a recorded format.   
Edweb.net  
 
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/autism20180801/ 
Apps to help teach children with ASD. After viewing the recording, 
teachers take a CE quiz and receive a CE certificate  
Note. CE = continuing education; The author does not endorse the above webinar 
opportunities. 
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Table C3. Workshop Opportunities  
Provider Description 
The Autism Projects  
 
http://www.theautismproject.org/trainings/workshops 
Offers various 5–9 week training sessions; offers a “One-
Hour Lunch and Learn” and “After School Special 
Workshops.” Districts can also request trainings be 
presented in their district.   
Organization for Autism 
Research  
 
https://researchautism.org/resources/curriculum-in-a-
box/understanding-autism-professional-development-
curriculum/ 
Professional development (PD) curriculum through video 
presentations and guidebooks; supports large and small 
teacher groups, as well as self-study and one-to-one 
coaching.   
ASD Training and 
Professional Development 
https://www.ocali.org/project/asd_training_pd 
Offers resources that address autism and other disabilities; 
provides teachers the opportunity to gain knowledge 
through various delivery modes, including face-to-face, 
training-on-demand, professional learning communities, and 
online modules.   
Note. The author does not endorse the above workshop opportunities  
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Table C4. Website, Blog, and Forum Opportunities 
Provider Description 
Autism Classroom News 
and Resources: Onsite 
Autism Training and 
Professional Development  
 
https://www.autismclassroomresources.com/onsite-autism-
training-and-professional-development/ 
Trainings sessions developed and customized to the 
district’s needs or topics.  Standard workshops consist of 
lecture and discussion-based presentation, with a “make-
and-take” or practice opportunities. Also, hands-on training 
and support through “creating and running model 
classrooms in the demonstration room or ABA training.”   
Edutopia: What Teachers 
should know about ADHD 
and Autism   
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/teachers-should-know-
adhd-asd-dr-tim-houchin 
Blog “dedicated to transforming K–12 education so that all 
students can acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills necessary to thrive in their studies, 
careers, and adult lives.” 
Note. The author does not endorse the above websites, blog, and forum opportunities. 
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Table C5. Licensure and Certification Programs  
Provider Description 
Autism Endorsement 
for Educator Licensure 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/licensure/endorsements/autism-ed-
licensure.html 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/licensure/endorsements/autism.pdf 
“In July 2014 the Legislature passed and the Governor signed into 
law Chapter 226 of the Acts of 2014, An Act Relative to Assisting 
Individuals with Autism and Other Intellectual or Developmental 
Disabilities. The law directed the Board of Elementary and 
Secondary Education to establish a teacher endorsement in autism 
in order to meet the unique and complex educational needs of 
students on the Autism Spectrum. On September 22, 2015, the 
Board of Elementary and Secondary Education promulgated 
regulations establishing the Autism Endorsement. On June 27, 
2017, the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education voted to 
expand the group of educators who may qualify for this 
endorsement to include educators who hold a teacher license and 
at least three credits related to special education.” 
This is the form completed when requesting endorsement.  
Endorsement is “subject to renewal with 30 PDP's in the content 
area and a valid prerequisite license.” 
Massachusetts 
Teaching and 
Certification Resource 
 
https://www.teachercertificationdegrees.com/certification/massach
usetts/ 
Details information on how to become a teacher in Massachusetts. 
Council for Exceptional 
Teachers: Special 
Educator Professional 
Preparedness 
https://www.cec.sped.org/Standards/Special-Educator-
Professional-Preparation-Standards 
Develops standards for special educators; has developed initial and 
advanced standards for preparation of special education 
professionals at all levels.  
Online Autism Training 
for Teachers 
 
http://www.masterteacher.com/Professional-Development/online-
learning/Teacher-Autism-Certification-Training 
Teachers receive a certification in autism training. Offers 21 
courses (14 hours of CE). The greater number of teachers who 
enroll, the less expensive the price. Financially appealing for 
districts whose teachers are interested in being trained.   
Note. The author does not endorse the above licensure and certification programs.  
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APPENDIX D: Self-Assessment of Learning Styles 
What is my learning style?  
(Adapted from www.gadoe.org) 
 
Directions: Please circle the number of the statement that best describes you. 
 
1) If I have to learn how to do something, I learn best when I: 
(A)   Watch someone show me 
(B)   Hear someone tell me how 
(C)   Try to do it myself 
 
2) When I read, I often find that I: 
(A)   Visualize what I am reading in my mind’s eye 
(B)   Read out loud or hear the words in my head 
(C)   Fidget and try to “feel” the content 
 
3) When asked to give directions, I: 
(A)   See the actual place in my mind as I say them or prefer to draw them 
(B)   Have no difficulty giving them verbally 
(C)   Have to point or move my body as I give them 
 
4) If I am unsure how to spell a word, I: 
(A)   Write it in order to determine if it looks right  
(B)   Spell it out loud in order to determine if it sounds right 
(C)   Write it in order to determine if it feels right 
 
5) When I write, I: 
(A) Am concerned with how neat and well-spaced my letters and words   
appear 
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                  (B)   Often say the letters and words to myself 
                  (C)   Push hard on my pencil and can feel how the flow of the words 
 
6) If  I had to remember a list of items, I would remember it best if I: 
            (A)   Wrote them down 
            (B)   Said them over and over to myself 
            (C)   Move around and use my fingers to name each 
 
7) When I am learning, I prefer a facilitator who: 
            (A)   Use a board or overhead projector  
            (B)   Talks with a lot of expression 
            (C)   Use hands-on activities 
 
8) When trying to concentrate, I have a difficult time when: 
            (A)   There is a lot of clutter or movement in the room 
            (B)   There is a lot of noise in the room 
            (C)   I have to sit still for length of time 
 
9) When I am problem solving, I: 
            (A)   Write or draw diagrams to see it 
            (B)   Talk myself through it 
            (C)   Use my entire body or move objects around to help me think 
 
10) When given written instruction on how to build something, I: 
(A) Read instructions silently and try to visualize how the parts will fit  
together 
            (B)   Read instructions out loud and talk to myself as I put the parts together 
            (C)   Try to put the parts together first and then read the directions later 
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11) To keep occupied while I am waiting, I: 
            (A)   Look around, stare, or read 
            (B)   Talk or listen to others 
            (C)   Walk around, manipulate things with my hands, or move/shake my feet  
   as I sit 
 
12) If I have to verbally describe something to another person, I would: 
            (A)   Be brief because I do not like to talk at length 
            (B)   Go into great detail because I like to talk 
            (C)   Gesture and move around while talking 
 
13) If someone were verbally describing something to another person, I would: 
            (A)   Try to visualize what he/she was saying 
            (B)   Enjoy listening but want to interrupt and talk myself 
            (C)   Become bored if her/his description became too long and detailed 
 
14) When trying to recall names, I remember: 
      (A)   Faces, but forget names 
            (B)   Names, but forget faces 
            (C)   The situation where I met the person rather than the person’s name or   
                    face 
 
Scoring instructions:  Add the number of responses for:  
Choice A:   
  Choice B:  
  Choice C: 
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APPENDIX E: Agenda 
 
*Name of this Experiential Professional Development 
*Date 
(Sample Agenda for Professional Development: Day 1) 
 
8:00-8:15  Questionnaire: Self-Assessment 
Objective:  To provide insight to participants about their current level of knowledge prior 
to participating in this experiential professional development 
 
8:15-8:25   Introduction to Experiential Professional Development 
Objective: To identify three potential areas of professional growth by participating in this 
experiential professional development   
 
8:25-9:25  Let’s Problem Solve: Open Discussion – Classroom 
Experiences 
Objective:  To identify the three most common classroom experiences shared by 
colleagues 
 
9:25-9:40  Movement Break  
Objective:  To identify two benefits of incorporating movement break activities into the 
daily classroom routine 
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9:40-10:00  What is Autism? 
Objective:  To identify the difference between the hypersensitive and hyposensitive child 
 
10:00-10:45  Inclusion 
Objective:  To identify what inclusion is and how it looks within the inclusive classroom 
setting 
 
10:45-11:00  Meet the Team 
Objective: To identify who the key team members are and how to locate them within the 
school 
 
11:00-11:45  Evidence Based Teaching Practices 
Objective:  To identify two online resources that support evidence-based teaching 
practices  
 
11:45-12:00  Questions and Checklist 
 
12:00-12:30  Lunch  
 
12:30-12:45  Sensory Activity  
Objective:  To identify two sensory activities that could be incorporated into the daily 
routine 
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12:45-1:15  Review and Discuss Questions from this morning  
 
1:15-1:30  Negative Behaviors  
Objective:  To identify four out of eight tips to reduce the instance of negative behaviors 
  
1:30-2:30  Classroom Strategies and Interventions 
Objective:  To identify three environmental features for universal design with the 
classroom 
 
2:30-2:45  Next Steps: In Class Collaborative Model 
Objective:  To identify the two out of three objectives for the classroom collaborative 
model  
 
2:45-3:00  Wrap Up and Questions 
 
3:00-3:15  Survey 
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*Name of Educational Model  
*Date 
(Sample Agenda for Professional Development: Day 2) 
 
8:00-8:15  Welcome Back and Questionnaire 
 
8:15-8:45  Review Feedback from Weekly Collaborative Sheets  
 
8:45-9:45   Open Discussion 
  
9:45-10:30  How to Make Your Classroom Multisensory 
Objective:  To identify three multi-sensory manipulatives, visuals, or activities to 
incorporate into the classroom schedule 
 
10:30-10:45  Movement Activity  
Objective:  To identify the importance of movement breaks and activities 
 
10:45-11:30  Video and Discussion  
Objective:  To identify one positive strategy and one strategy that could be improved 
upon based on the video 
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11:30-12:00  Mindfulness and Personal Wellbeing Exercise  
Objective:  To identify three mindful and well-being exercises for students and teachers 
 
12:00-12:30  Lunch 
 
12:30-12:45  Waking Up Your Senses  
Objective:  To identify two scents to wake the senses and two scents to relax the senses  
 
12:45-1:00  Let’s Move 
Objective:  To identify two activities to increase the arousal level in students  
 
1:00-1:45  Creating a Network of Support School Wide 
Objective:  To identify two ways to create a supportive network within the school 
community 
 
1:45-2:00  The “W’s” of Resources 
Objective:  To identify who the resources are in the school and where to find them 
 
2:00-2:30  Inclusion Trivia  
Objective:  To apply strategies and interventions into a multi-sensory team building 
activity 
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2:30-2:45  Review Questionnaire from this morning 
 
2:45-3:00  Wrap Up and Questions 
 
3:00-3:15  Survey  
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APPENDIX F: Logic Model 
 
 
Program Clients
•General and special 
education teachers
•Paraprofessionals who 
provide support for inclusion 
classrooms
•Administrators 
•OT staff 
•Pre-k through 4th grade 
students with ASD in the 
inclusive classroom setting
Program Resources
•Funding for: 
•Staff
•Equipment
•Materials/Supplies
•Space for module
•School community 
engagement/support
•Time for teachers to 
participate
•Technology
•Internet 
•Email access 
•Computer/s
•Projector with 
screen
External/Environmental Factors: (facility issues, economics, public health, politics, community resources, or laws and regulations)
Availability of technology; district funding; competing teacher professional development programs concurrently offered by the district; time for teachers to participate; work related stress and burnout; 
staff attrition and shortages; teacher attitudes towards participation
Nature of the Problem
•Lack of teacher training and 
resources for students with 
ASD
•Negative attitudes and 
beliefs about inclusion and 
students with ASD
•Decreased use of evidence-
based teaching practices for 
students with ASD
Program Theory
•Adult learning theory 
(Knowles)
•Self-determination theory 
•Theory of self-efficacy
Through this collaborative 
educational module, 
teachers will demonstrate 
improved use of evidence-
based classroom practices 
that will result in improved 
collaboration, job 
satisfaction and self-
efficacy, as well as positive 
student outcomes for 
students with ASD.
Interventions and 
Activities
•Implement module 
•Collaborate with teachers
•Initial professional 
development (6 hours)
•1 hour weekly in class 
sessions for 8 weeks with 
an OT
•Concluding professional 
development (6 hours)
•Collect and analyze 
teacher and student data
Short-Term 
Outcomes
•Positive changes in 
attitudes and beliefs 
towards educating 
students with ASD
•Improved 
knowledge, and skills 
to support student 
outcomes 
•Understand the role 
of OT in this module 
and within the 
inclusive classroom 
setting
•Improved teacher 
self-efficacy 
Intermediate
Outcomes
•Improved teacher 
collaboration
•Positive student outcomes 
and improved student 
performance
•Improved job satisfaction 
•Increased use of 
evidence-based practices 
in the inclusive classroom 
setting
Program Outputs
•Experiential professional 
development conducted
•Number of teachers who 
participated 
•Number of OT’s trained
•Materials and resources 
provided
•Binder with printables and 
handouts distributed
Long-Term
Outcomes
•Improved teacher 
classroom management 
for students with ASD
•District offering teachers 
opportunities to participate 
in continuing education 
opportunities for evidence-
based practice for students 
with ASD
Inputs
Resources
Problem
Theory
Activities
Outputs Outcomes
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Inclusion of students with autism in mainstream schools presents both challenges 
and opportunities for the various stakeholders (e.g., teachers, students, parents, and 
administrators) involved in this process (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008).  Current research 
supports that most teachers are not receptive to inclusion because they lack understanding 
of how to appropriately support for students with disabilities (Cassady, 2011).  Sansosti 
and Sansosti (2012) found that a “lack of pre-service and in-service and experience 
working with students with high functioning autism emerged as the identified cause of 
resistance to inclusion” (p. 929).  Addressing these challenges requires time, training, and 
resources to implement inclusion programs correctly in order to meet the needs of both 
the teachers and the students they intend to serve.   
Evidence has demonstrated that when students with autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD) are included fully in the general education setting, they can exhibit higher levels 
of engagement and academic success than in segregated settings (Lindsay et al., 2013).  
For example, in a survey of teachers, respondents agreed that “training on how to educate 
students with ASD is essential to providing children with ASD with an appropriate 
education to maximize social inclusion with their peers” (Lindsay et al., 2014, p. 109).  
Through ongoing professional development opportunities, teachers are more likely to 
succeed in the inclusion process.  These also enable teachers to develop and refine the 
skills necessary to address student learning challenges through current evidence-based 
practices.   
The proposed doctoral project, “The Sensible Teacher and the Sensational 
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Students: Experiential Professional Development to Promote Inclusion for Students with 
ASD,” is designed to be a collaborative, experiential professional development program.  
It addresses the lack of available resources and training for teachers who work in 
inclusive classroom settings.  This experiential professional development will take place 
over 12 weeks.  The first part of this series will be a 6-hour workshop offered 4 weeks 
after the first day of school.  Eight one-hour weekly in-class sessions with an 
occupational therapist will follow.  There will be a 4-week gap before the conclusion to 
enable the participants to implement what they have learned.  The teachers will then 
participate in the final 6-hour workshop to culminate their experiences.   
Teachers work alongside an occupational therapist through the two 6-hour 
workshop series incorporating evidence-based best-practice guidelines for inclusion of 
students with ASD.  This innovative learning experience provides teachers with the 
chance to help and support one another by sharing their knowledge and experiences.   
This experiential professional development program is distinct from others 
because it incorporates weekly in-class sessions with the occupational therapist.  This 
collaborative process encompasses a holistic view of both teacher and students that 
cannot be made without direct observations.  It provides the first-hand perspective of both 
the teacher and the therapist, as well as opportunities for hands-on support when needed.   
Constructs of this experiential professional development will be designed using 
adult learning theory (developed by Knowles in 1984) incorporated into learning 
activities.  It will also use complementary theories to support the adult learning, 
specifically the learning and application processes.  These complementary theories 
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include self-directed learning theory and experiential learning theory.  Learning is the 
dynamic process of acquiring new knowledge and progressing from past knowledge.  
This program will potentially enhance the understanding of how adults learn and under 
which conditions will they learn most effectively. The intended learning outcomes 
describe the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that teachers are expected to develop and 
demonstrate at the end of this experiential professional development:   
Short-term outcomes include  
(1) positive changes in attitudes and beliefs towards educating students with ASD, 
(2) improved knowledge and skills to support student outcomes, 
(3) understanding of the occupational therapist’s role in this experiential 
professional development and within the inclusive classroom setting, and 
(4) improved teacher self-efficacy.  
Intermediate outcomes include  
(1) improved teacher collaboration,  
(2) positive student outcomes and improved student performance, 
(3) improved job satisfaction, and 
(4) increased use of evidence-based practices in the inclusive classroom setting.   
Long-term outcomes include  
(1) improved teacher classroom management for students with ASD and  
(2) the district offering teachers opportunities to participate in continuing 
education opportunities for evidence-based practice for students with ASD.   
Program evaluation will address whether the program is working as intended and 
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outcomes have been met.  It will also provide information on the feasibility of this 
experiential professional development, as well as teachers satisfaction with the content 
and activities.  This evaluation will focus on feedback from the teacher-participants after 
they complete the program and will use qualitative and quantitative data collection 
methods.  Qualitative data will include teachers’ words, stories, and feelings captured 
through focus groups, surveys, and field observations.  Quantitative data will statistically 
describe the qualitative measures to assist in predicting the future outcomes of this 
experiential professional development.  These data will be obtained through 
questionnaires, including the Teachers Self-Efficacy Scale Classroom Management, the 
Attitudes and Beliefs on Classroom Control Inventory, and the Autism Engagement 
Rating Scale, administered before and after experiential professional development. These 
evaluation methods will guide any necessary modifications needed to ensure success of 
this experiential professional development and those who participate in it.   
Many resources are necessary to make this experiential professional development 
a reality and a success.  It will be difficult to rely solely on the school district for financial 
support and reimbursement while developing the program.  What will make this 
experiential professional development distinct in its appeal for financial support is its 
focus on increasing the ability of students with special needs to access the curriculum, 
participate within their school community, and improve their social and emotional 
development with their typically developing peers.  Assistance from grant funding and 
in-kind donations will be put towards materials and supplies needed to successfully 
implement the program.  This will ensure that the teachers can use updated materials and 
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classroom supplies and receive proper instruction by participating in regular training and 
development opportunities they can apply to student learning.  In turn, teachers can apply 
evidence-based teaching strategies in their classrooms, benefiting all students.  
Current research supports the need for an experiential professional development 
that improves evidence-based teaching practices within the inclusive public-school 
setting (Alfaro, Kupczynski, & Mundy, 2015; Hui, Snider, & Couture, 2016; Lauderdale-
Littin & Brennan, 2017; Lindsay, Proulx, Scott, & Thomson, 2014; Miller-Kuhaneck & 
Watling, 2018; Rodríquez, Saldaña, & Moreno, 2011; Rotermund, DeRoche, & Ottem, 
2017; Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012; Vlachou, Stavroussi, & Didaskalou, 2016; Webster, 
McNeish, Scott, Maynard, & Haywood, 2012).  School-based professional development 
helps educators identify learning problems, develop solutions, and promptly apply those 
solutions to address students’ needs (Mizell, 2010).  Professional development 
opportunities shape teachers’ practices and helps them adapt to the changes expected of 
them (Webster et al., 2012).  Such preparedness has been shown to influence teachers’ 
willingness and confidence to teach students with ASD (Alfaro et al., 2015; Sansosti & 
Sansosti, 2012).  Thus, this experiential professional development will meet the identified 
needs of teachers within the district by setting attainable outcomes.  It is my hope that 
this collaborative process will bring about lasting change, a change that will allow 
teachers to improve their evidence-based teaching practices and feel valued and effective 
as educators and colleagues.   
The proposed experiential professional development will address the lack of 
available resources and training for teachers who work in the inclusive classroom setting 
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using a collaborative approach to improve their evidence-based teaching practices.  
Occupational therapy and teacher collaboration are essential elements in service delivery 
that result in improved student outcomes through co-teaching, problem solving, and 
consultation (Hart Barnett & O’Shaughnessy, 2015).  Collaboration helps ensure that 
children with disabilities receive free and appropriate public education, including 
specialized instruction, in a general education classroom.  It also allows occupational 
therapists and teachers to look closer at and reflect on ways to improve their own 
practices and help others.  In turn, this supports discussions and planning, as well as real-
life problem solving, planning, and teaching activities.  This collaborative partnership 
promotes respect of each other’s roles and responsibilities, while appreciating the 
different opinions and personalities.  It is about working with strengths and building on 
identified vulnerabilities.  When teachers are a part of a collaborative partnership, they 
are more likely to be empowered to contribute to the change process.  “The Sensible 
Teacher and the Sensational Students” will ensure that teachers have self-efficacy and 
evidence-based teaching practices to offer all students, while providing support and 
services to accommodate the individual differences of students with ASD.  
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FACT SHEET 
 
The Sensible Teacher and the Sensational Students: 
Experiential Professional Development to Promote Inclusion 
for Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder
Nicole G. Kenyon, MS, OTR/L
OTD Candidate 
Supporting inclusion in all classrooms can be achieved by providing interventions that are
grounded in evidence-based theory and best practice that can be utilized by teachers, 
along with a school climate that is supportive of all aspects of inclusion.  
Focus:
Learning through the expertise 
of occupational therapists 
while embracing the shared 
experiences of teachers 
working in an inclusive 
classroom setting
The Problem
With an increase in students 
with autism spectrum disorder 
participating in integrated 
classrooms, a concern amongst 
teachers is with availability, 
training and resources that will 
be provided to meet the needs 
of these students
Proposed Solution
§ 12 week professional 
development
§ 6 teachers, grades 
§ preschool through fourth  
§ Content guided by Adult 
Learning Theory,  Self-
Directed   Learning Theory, 
and Experiential-Learning 
Theory
Experiential Professional Development
Schedule Features 
1 of 2 Workshops
6 hours
ü Evidence-based, theory driven, best practice guidelines and recommendations
ü Learning Style self-assessment
ü Participant personal goal creation
ü Interprofessional collaboration (OT and teachers) about sensory integration
ü Peer to peer collaboration that uses observations, action, reflection, and feedback
ü Interactive, hands-on experiences and opportunities to learn about sensory-based 
interventions for the classroom
ü Create classroom toolbox 
ü Take away binder with resources and educational tools 
In-class sessions;
1 hour each week 
for 8 weeks
ü 1:1 collaboration with OT
ü Proactively co-plan
ü Implement strategies and interventions with the support of the OT
ü Holistic view of both teacher and students through direct observations
ü Facilitate effective learning tools 
ü Offer opportunities to discuss what has been learned and/or observed
ü Immediacy of applying learning into action
2 of 2 Workshops
6 hours
ü Participant personal goal progress reflection and follow-up planning
ü Interactive problem-solving scenarios
ü Mindfulness and personal wellbeing planning
ü Identification of resources for support
ü Peer to peer sharing: binder resources, tools from in-class OT coaching etc.
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“Teachers’ understanding of the occupational therapists role and scope of practice 
improves through experience and knowledge within the school system” (Benson et al., 2016). 
Intended Outcomes
Teacher Participants
§ Positive changes in attitudes & belief
§ Improved classroom management skills
§ Improved self-efficacy
§ Improved collaboration
§ Understanding the role of OT
§ Increased use of evidence-based practices
§ Improved job performance
§ Positive student outcomes & performance
District Level
§ Opportunities to participate in continuing 
education offerings for evidence-based       
practice for students with autism spectrum 
disorder.
Students with autism spectrum disorder
§ Ability to access the curriculum
§ Participate within their school community
§ Potentially improve their social/ emotional 
development with their peers
§ Ensure students are offered the same activities as 
their peers, while being provided support and 
services to accommodate for their individual 
differences.
All Students
§ Interventions will potentially assist with the self-
regulation of students who have not been   
identified as ASD, but have sensory processing 
needs
“One of the most important professional relationships for the occupational therapist is with the teacher” 
(Benson, Szucx & Mejasic, 2016, p. 291). 
Distinct Value of OT-Teacher Collaboration
§ Promotes respect of each other’s roles and responsibilities, while appreciating the differences of opinion
§ Creates an innovative, safe learning experience, both in and out of the classroom
§ Challenges teachers to share their teaching practices and learning journey 
§ Encourages teachers to identify what is working in their classroom as well as the support needed from OT
§ Empowers teachers to employ evidence-based interventions into their classrooms with the support from OT
Module Content 
Example
School-based professional development helps educators identify problems, develop solutions, 
and promptly apply those solutions to address students’ needs (Mizell, 2010). 
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